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As a representative of Hong Kong vernacular residential building, Tong lau has 
played a significant role in Hong Kong's architectural history. Thus, the buildings' 
preservation is also crucial. However, due to various factors, the preservation work 
has encountered many obstacles and difficulties.  
The thesis hopes to explore the influence of local Cantonese film on the preservation 
of Hong Kong Tong lau from 1950 to the present. As one of Hong Kong's most 
crucial entertainment industries, native Cantonese films have a profound impact on 
shaping Hong Kong's identity and creating a collective memory of the local 
community. Thus, through film study combined with research on Tong lau's 
preservation history, the thesis intends to explore how local film managed to impact 
Tong lau's preservation through the continuous enhancement and shaping of 
collective memories to strengthen identity, and to enrich the narrative of Tong lau's 
significance and value. Moreover, by studying the association between Tong lau's 
historical preservation events and local Cantonese film, the thesis aims to provide 
support for Tong lau's preservation.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
As a result of its urban changes, the history of Hong Kong's dwellings has been 
closely affected by the long and complicated relationship between mainland China 
and western countries in its long history. The representative Tong lau building (Fig. 
1-1), an architectural form that had existed since the year when Hong Kong became a 
colony of the British Empire in 1842,1 is a very 
precious material sample, benefiting from the 
rich historical value maintained during its 
evolution.2 By visualizing spatial use changed 
in response to local residents' demands from 
basic survival to urbanization, social-political 
issues have played a prominent role. Therefore, 
living space and local citizens has mutually achieved a diverse and contradictory 
Hong Kong character, which has a universal value that differentiates from other 
buildings and makes Tong lau buildings even more significant.  
                                               
1 John M. Carroll, A Concise History of Hong Kong / (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, c2007.) 
2 The term Tong lau in this thesis has a relatively broad meaning, which can be summarized as: Without confirmed origins, 
buildings without elevators, regardless of their construction method or material, and with no specification as to layout, 
usage, or decorative style. Besides, the building form is commonly assumed to have derived from the traditional townhouse 
of South China. Cheung 2000; Lu 1990: 35-38, 51-57; Fong and Chan 1993: 36 
Figure 1-1 Tong lau on Shanghai Street, Hong 
Kong, Source: 今⽇⾹港本⼟建筑⽂化教学笔记 
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1.1 Background 
The contradictions in Hong Kong’s culture stem from not only the impact of Eastern 
and Western cultures, but also from the confusion and reflection of the local people's 
continuous exploration of issues relating to social identity and attributes as 
generations change. In particular, the political events and economic ups and downs 
since the handover of Hong Kong in 1997 have strengthened Hong Kongers’ 
emphasis on such thinking.3 Hence, the nostalgic trend of contemporary Hong Kong 
people has emerged since the end of the 20th century. They trace Hong Kong's glory 
as one of the four Asian Tigers,4 recall how the local residents had struggled in the 
early twentieth century and summarize it as the "Hong Kong Spirit" originated from 
Lion Rock Spirit.5 Then, society has gradually strengthened such a trend, which 
pursues a comprehensive and in-depth introspection on Hong Kong's position and 
identity in history. The physical manifestation of this phenomenon is reflected in the 
rethinking of urban planning and urban renewal projects, the critique of historical 
conservation and renovation. The spiritual manifestation of this phenomenon is 
mostly expressed through artistic creation, such as film, music and literature. 
Among them, the Hong Kong films, which were all the rage in Asia from 1980 to 
1990, are one of the typical examples. 
                                               
3 The transfer of sovereignty over Hong Kong, commonly known as the handover of Hong Kong, occurred at midnight at the 
start of 1 July 1997, when the United Kingdom ended administration for the colony of Hong Kong and returned control of 
the territory to China. Hong Kong became a special administrative region and continues to maintain governing and economic 
systems separate from those of mainland China. 
4 Eun Mee Kim, ed., The Four Asian Tigers : Economic Development and the Global Political Economy / (San Diego, CA: 
Academic Press, 1998). 
5 Lion Rock Spirit is said to be the core values that is inherited by Hong Kong people from generation to generation. This 
term originated from the theme song of a 1970s TV series, Below the Lion Rock, which portrays the real-life situation of 
Hong Kong people during the period. This spirit enables the Hong Kong people to achieve the great socio-economical 
advancement that transformed Hong Kong into the current cosmopolitan Asian Financial Centre. 
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Correspondingly, Hong Kong films are also faced with both opportunities and 
obstacles at the moment. Faced with various social changes after World War II, some 
local films chose to focus on local people and on actual social realities. Therefore, the 
lives of a large number of Chinese who had lived in Tong lau were recorded. By the 
1970s, the Hong Kong New Wave became popular and many film workers 
participated in it.6 They invariably chose Tong lau as one of their shooting locations. 
This phenomenon also reflects how Tong lau typology has affected local people's 
perception of Hong Kong. Afterward, under the interaction of films and Tong lau 
buildings, more professionals began to intervene in their respective fields to discuss 
the issues of social identity and locality. This thesis hopes to build a connection 
between films and preservation. By analyzing how local films captured Tong lau 
and the public feedback on selected films, the thesis intends to study what kinds of 
influence local films had on Hong Kong Tong lau‘s preservation. Moreover, the 
thesis will attempt to place them in the context of Hong Kong's history and discuss 
the advantages and limitations of the film as a mass media affecting Hong Kong 
Tong lau’s preservation. 
1.1.1 Hong Kong Tong lau 
Tong lau ’s ambiguity leads to its preservation, which needs to be specifically judged 
in conjunction with the historical and social background of Hong Kong. The analysis 
of Tong lau's history from its definition shows that its flexibility is manifested by the 
change of its function, that is, the type of building is highly inclusive of the changes 
in space use requirements are its history. This is closely related to the understanding 
                                               
6 Xian, Zhong bo. Xiang Gang Ying Shi Ye Bai Nian. Xiang gang: San lian shu dian (Hong Kong) you xian gong si, 2011. 
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of identity and collective memory in Hong Kong society. 
1.1.1.1 Tong lau’s Definition 
Tracing back to Tong lau’s preservation history, there is a tendency to move from 
individual buildings with distinct structures and materials to buildings cherished 
and used by the public. The protection measures also vary from simply keeping 
original material and structure to comprehensive protection schemes with public 
involvement. Both the government and the public are aware of the importance of 
retaining indigenous residents living in Tong lau buildings. However, when taking 
actions, obstacles on preservation methods regarding the complex situations both of 
buildings themselves and the lack of historic context information still remain. 
Numbers of Tong lau under threat with demolition and among the few surviving 
cases, major concerns include two of them. The current official documentation on 
graded heritage buildings is not accurate enough to identify every building. Some of 
them were mentioned while some are not, moreover, law does not guarantee 
protection, which indicates that a private owner has the right to demolish or 
renovate the building; Second, most of unprotected Tong lau were built pre-WWII 
and lack historic information, so they even lost qualifications to enter the grading 
system.7 
                                               
7 There was no direct link between graded buildings and monuments. As of July 2007, 607 buildings had been graded (since 
1980), 54 of these, including five Grade I buildings, had been demolished. As of August 2007, of 151 buildings classified as 
Grade I, only 28 pre-war buildings have been declared monuments since 1980. On 26 November 2008, the Antiquities 
Advisory Board announced that the declaration of monuments would be related to the grading of historic buildings. 
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According to historic preservation, theory on heritage significance and its value-
oriented analysis has always guided actual preservation practice.8 Given Tong lau's 
preservation background, social and symbolic value are often underestimated 
compared to historical value. which leads to 
neglect and a mess and ineffective 
enforcement of conservation practice. Above 
all, these dilemmas are all caused by Tong 
lau's most essential characteristic, its 
ambiguity, which comes from its original 
definition. 
Translated as “Chinese-style building” in Cantonese, Tong lau (Fig. 1-2) was used to 
describe any house built in this construction method, with no specification as to 
layout, usage, or decorative style.9 And opposite to “Tong”(唐) was “Yang”（洋）, 
the European house, which was defined by its singular function either as a 
commercial enterprise or a single-family residence (Ordinance No.16, 1888). Thus, 
Tong lau was applied in colonial documents to designate “Chinese house” and 
“Chinese tenement” (Ordinance No.16, 1888).10 In other words, whether it was 
tenement, it was still officially categorized as a housing type designed to be 
                                               
8 Similar to Europe, the word conservation is often used in Hong Kong professional area, it equals to preservation. Heritage 
conservation in Hong Kong equals to historic preservation; Lin, Zhongwei. Jian Zhu Bao Yu Yu Ben Tu Wen Hua. 
Xianggang: Zhonghua shu ju (Xianggang) you xian gong si, 2015. 
9 Chu, Cecilia. “Heritage of Disappearance? Shekiipmei and Collective Memory(s) in Post-Handover Hong Kong.” TDSR 
Volume XVIII Number II (2007):43-56.  
Explain what construction method 
10 “any domestic building constructed, used, or adopted to be used for human habitation by more than one tenant” Tenement 
House (Tong lau), Clause 6, sub-clause 56 of the Public Health and Buildings Ordinance, 1903 
Figure 1-2 Woo Cheong Pawn Shop in Wan Chai, 
Hong Kong, Tong lau built around 1888-1900, photo 
by Simon Shek. 
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subdivided for rent to multiple households.11 However, when Yang lau, the opposite 
type, gradually disappeared, Tong lau has lost its original definition and has been 
liberated from its former restriction.12 That means Tong lau was no longer serving as 
tenement buildings for locals. According to Chu, the meaning of Tong lau changed 
after the mid-1950s with the advent of elevators in multistory buildings.13 Therefore, 
Tong lau referred to buildings without elevators, regardless of their construction 
method or material. And even if being asked nowadays, citizens in Hong Kong 
would provide a similar answer.14  
In 2008, Dr. Lee Ho Yin, on the basis of building typology, defined Tong lau as 
follows: Tong lau (functioning as singular and plural; 唐樓, literally, “Chinese 
building”) belongs to the generic urban shophouse typology found in 
predominantly Chinese cities in Southern China and Southeast Asia15, such as Hong 
Kong, Guangzhou, Macau, Singapore and Penang. 
These are more in line with an architectural definition, and early as attributes guide 
the government’s identification and preservation of Tong lau buildings. Based on 
                                               
11 According to Hong Kong’s Building Regulations, a building that is used for tenement housing is a “Tenement House,” 
which is defined in Clause 6, sub-clause 56 of the Public Health and Buildings Ordinance, 1903 as “any domestic building 
constructed, used, or adopted to be used for human habitation by more than one tenant.” 
 (Simpson and Chadwick, May 14, 1902; 1987- 88; Leeming 1977:20-27, Cecilia, 2010: 257)] 
12 About the production of knowledge of the Other who is not the Self, the philosopher Michel Foucault said that Othering is 
the creation and maintenance of imaginary "knowledge of the Other" — which comprises cultural representations in service 
to socio-political power and the establishment of hierarchies of domination. That cultural representations of the Other (as a 
metaphor, as a metonym, and as an anthropomorphism) are manifestations of the xenophobia inherent to the European 
historiographies that defined and labelled non–European peoples as the Other who is not the European Self. Supported by 
the reductive discourses (academic and commercial, geopolitical and military) of the empire's dominant ideology, the 
colonialist misrepresentations of the Other explain the Eastern world to the Western world as a binary relation of native 
weakness against colonial strength. 
13 Chu, Cecilia. “Heritage of Disappearance? Shekiipmei and Collective Memory(s) in Post-Handover Hong Kong.” TDSR 
Volume XVIII Number II (2007) 
14 Ibid. 
15 Southeast Asia or Southeastern Asia is a subregion of Asia, consisting of the regions that are geographically south of 
China, east of the Indian subcontinent and north-west of Australia. 
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traditional preservation methodology, building analysis should clarify significant 
attributes, which will guarantee the implementation of actual protection measures 
on material conservation. This procedure highly depends on historic significance, 
especially on architectural aesthetics value in terms of materials and design, since 
Tong lau were commonly built for low-income Chinese, there is not much unique, 
exquisite and rich cultural characteristics. At the same time, considering the fact that 
the early Tong lau buildings were mostly privately owned and the business tradition 
of “always taking economic interests as priority” in Hong Kong society, both made it 
extremely difficult to either designate or preserve actual individual building, not to 
mention them as a community. 
Just as cities aspire to develop, so are citizens eager to become rich. Therefore, a large 
number of Tong lau built after WWII, except for those pre-war buildings that have 
been rated with high historical and architectural aesthetic value, inevitably 
disappeared. Moreover, there is no Post-war Tong lau being graded in the 1,444 list 
of historical Building by the Antiquities and Monuments Office of Hong Kong 
Special Administrative Region dated 14 June 2012.16 ⁠ 
Therefore, the deviation in definition and understanding has contributed to Tong 
lau's ambiguity. Because influenced by historical context, Tong lau’s typology was 
not particularly restricted by construction methods and material selection. On the 
contrary, the construction of Tong lau was characterized by its flexibility in 
construction and use for it mainly serves low- and middle-income groups. So, the 
                                               
16 Lam, M. R. [林雯儀]. (2012). Conservation + development : a study of design criteria for the adaptive reuse of post-war 
tong lau. (Thesis). University of Hong Kong, Pokfulam, Hong Kong SAR. 
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key to solve this problem is to fully understand the building’s historical and social 
context, and to match the preservation measures with the building’s value 
evaluation criteria. That is, the research should carefully integrate local social 
backgrounds, analyze all related contexts, and implement them to guide the 
subsequent protection work. Meanwhile, the analysis needs to fully consider public 
participation of community and local residents. Because only after fully 
understanding the social identity of Tong lau buildings and analyzing their value, 
can it be clear what is important in the evolution of building structure, function and 
space. It will then provide a more reasonable framework for specific preservation 
practice. 
1.1.1.2 Tong lau’s Preservation 
Historic preservation in Hong Kong has been ignored by the Government for many 
years.17 The previous Colonial Government did not encourage preservation because 
it involved political and economic considerations. In order to facilitate its rule, the 
government needed to weaken the identity of the indigenous people, because at that 
time most of the local Chinese were immigrants from mainland China, and they still 
had a strong sense of belonging to their homeland. Therefore, before 1960s, historic 
preservation always gave way to urban renewal and building reconstruction. Until 
the end of 20th century, it has finally blossomed taking advantage of the political 
situation beginning with the proposal for a new airport construction. That is not the 
                                               
17 Historic preservation is defined as all the processes of looking after a space so as to retain its significance. And 
preservation significance refers to any aesthetic, historic, scientific, social or spiritual value for past, present or future 
generations. According to Alois Riegl’s study to define the theoretical aspects of conservation, he has outlined the values 
and concepts concerning conservation of historic buildings. (See Appendix). Also, conservation or heritage conservation 
refers to historic preservation in Hong Kong. Burra Charter, 1999; Rodwell, 2007; okilehto, J.(1999), A History of 
Architectural Conservation, Butterworth-Heinemann, Oxford 
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first time when heritage conservation benefitted from politics. The outbreak of leftist 
riots in 1967 has changed government's attitudes on how to rule the city, they finally 
passed the Antiquities and Monuments Ordinance in 1971, and formally established 
the Antiquities and Monuments Office (AMO) and Antiquities Advisory Board five 
years later.18 In 1979, the Hong Kong Heritage Society (HKHS) drafted the first 
edition of the Declared Monuments of Hong Kong19. Furthermore, in 1989 when the 
Government announced the building of the new airport and its supporting 
infrastructure, the Central Reclamation Plan, one of the ten Airport Core Program 
Projects20, sparked off a series of mass movements in 2006 that raged from the 
agitation to protect the Star Ferry Pier to calls against reclamation, bringing with 
them widespread social outcry. The torrent of public opinion turned into a raging 
river driving the conservation movement forward. In 2007, the Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region (HKSAR) Government promised to revitalize historic 
buildings, preserving them for their potential economic benefits and as 
embodiments of culture. In March 2009, the Antiquities Advisory Board announced 
the completion of the assessment of 1,444 historic buildings. Since then, the 
Antiquities Advisory Board has been working on confirming the grading of the 
historic buildings with reference to information from the Antiquities and 
Monuments Office and opinions received from the public.21 
                                               
18 Lin, Zhongwei. Jian Zhu Bao Yu Yu Ben Tu Wen Hua. Xianggang: Zhonghua shu ju (Xianggang) you xian gong si, 2015. 
The 1967 Hong Kong riots were large-scale riots between pro-communists and their sympathisers, and the Hong 
Kong government. While originating as a minor labour dispute, the tensions later grew into large scale demonstrations 
against British colonial rule.  
19 Declared monuments of Hong Kong are places, structures or buildings legally declared to receive the highest level of 
protection. In Hong Kong, declaring a monument requires consulting the Antiquities Advisory Board, the approval of the 
chief executive as well as the publication of the notice in government gazette. 
20 The Airport Core Programme (ACP) was a series of infrastructure projects centred on the new Hong Kong International 
Airport during the early 1990s. The programme was part of the Port and Airport Development Strategy, commonly known as 
the Rose Garden Project. 
21 “Assessment of 1,444 Historic Buildings - Antiquities and Monuments Office,” accessed March 26, 2020, 
https://www.amo.gov.hk/en/built2.php. 
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However, the government did not participate in the preservation of specific Tong 
lau buildings until the 21st century. Their procrastination and the reality of real 
estate developers pursuing the maximization of commercial interests have both 
undoubtedly put Tong lau buildings in awkward positions. At the same time, they 
also failed to get enough attention due to their perceived lack of architectural 
aesthetics value, which is usually recognized as the priority value when engaging in 
preservation. However, as one of the earliest residential buildings to exclusively 
accommodate Chinese people, Tong lau is the only traditional Hong Kong dwelling. 
It has recorded the relationship between the lives of ordinary people in Hong Kong 
facing rapid urban changes at a micro-historical level. Although preservation has 
improved in recent years22, specific actions are still lagging. The speed of individual 
preservation or a community-based renovation program still cannot keep up with 
the speed of increase in real estate values, which has led countless Tong lau to 
disappear year by year and be replaced by high-rise buildings. 
1.1.2 Cantonese Films 
Hong Kong films are the pioneers of Chinese films. "Where there is Chinese, there 
are Hong Kong films." Therefore, Hong Kong films occupy a very important position 
in the minds of Hong Kong people. As a former British colony, it gained more 
political and economic freedom in the early days, and developed into a production 
base for the Chinese world and even East Asian movies. From 1950 to the present, 
Hong Kong cinema has experienced a period of growth, reaching the glorious peak-
era from the 1980s to the 1990s. Even though it began to experience a crisis in the 
                                               
22 Related Tong lau preservation work, see Table 1 
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mid-1990s and was affected by the government of the People's Republic of China 
withdrawing Hong Kong's sovereignty on July 1, 1997, Hong Kong films still tried 
their best to maintain independence and continue to explore their position. 
Cantonese film, belongs to Hong Kong cinema, refers to the films shot in Hong 
Kong, using Cantonese as their primary language.23 Usually, the storyline is related 
to Hong Kong's local life, history, and culture. Hong Kong natives are usually the 
target audience, but some films have also been widely seen outside of the Hong 
Kong market. This film branch was officially recognized in the 1980s when the Sino-
British Joint Declaration24 was signed in 1984, which focused the attention of a 
majority of Hong Kong people on cultural identity and let them begin to regard 
Cantonese as one of the attributes of cultural and social identity. 
1.1.3 Hong Kong Identity 
Identity of an individual consists both of his/her past, present and his/her 
continuity extension in the future. From a social perspective,25 all identities are 
constructed from many sources in terms of collective memory, personal fantasies or 
power apparatuses.26 Therefore, one synthesizes identity not simply by calling up a 
sequence of reminiscences, but by being enveloped in a unifying web of 
                                               
23 Xian, Zhong bao. Xiang Gang Ying Shi Ye Bai Nian. Xiang gang: San lian shu dian (xiang gang) you xian gong si, 2011. 
24 The Sino–British Joint Declaration is an international treaty signed between the People's Republic of China and the United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland on 19 December 1984 in Beijing. The Declaration stipulates the sovereign 
and administrative arrangement of then-British Hong Kong after 1 July 1997, when the lease of the New Territories was set 
to expire according to the Convention for the Extension of Hong Kong Territory. 
25 “Identity is defined as the sense of belonging expressed in the shared values, beliefs and symbols derived from a common 
group membership, tradition, language and history. It is a dynamic social product residing in psychological processes that is 
closely in relation to its social context and historical perspective” from the book, Verma, G., Yiu, M. C., Bagley, C., Sham, 
S., Darby, D., Woodrow, D., et al. (1999). Self Esteem and Cultural Identity Chinese Adolescents in Britain and Hong Kong: 
Identity and aspirations: Ashgate Publishing Ltd. 
26 Castells, Manuel. The Power of Identity /. 2nd ed. Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2004. 
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retrospection. Groups can mobilize collective memories to sustain enduring 
corporate identities27. In a nutshell, identity can be defined as a sense of belonging 
which is expressed in the shared values, beliefs and symbols derived from common 
group members, traditions, languages and history28. 
The identity of Hong Kong has been evolving. Richard Hughes mentioned in his 
book Borrowed Place, Borrowed Time, Hong Kong, that identity in Hong Kong was 
initially regarded from the perspective of the colony with little sense of belonging.29 
It has evolved to a post-riot one in 1967, then to a growing economy in the 70s and 
80s, and later to one with social instability towards the return of sovereignty right to 
China in the late 80s and 90s. And collective memory is a concrete expression of 
identity and reshapes the recognition of social identity.30 In the mid-1960s, after 
experiencing a water shortage crisis and political turmoil, a number of calls for 
neighbors to help each other in order to overcome difficulties and poverty began to 
emerge in Hong Kong society. This can be called the earliest expression of collective 
memory in Hong Kong. Until the end of 1970s starting with the “Lion Rock Spirit”,31 
Hong Kong people continue to establish boundaries by defining others to confirm 
                                               
27 Lowenthal, David. The Past Is a Foreign Country - Revisited. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016. 
28 Verma, G., Yiu, M. C., Bagley, C., Sham, S., Darby, D., Woodrow, D., et al. (1999). Self Esteem and Cultural Identity 
Chinese Adolescents in Britain and Hong Kong: Identity and aspirations: Ashgate Publishing Ltd.; Wilpert, C. (Ed.). (1989). 
Ethnic and Cultural Identity: Ethnicity and the Second Generation in the Context of European Migration. Aldershot Gower. 
29 Hughes, Richard. Borrowed Place, Borrowed Time: Hong Kong and Its Many Faces. London: Deutsch, 1976. 
30 Collective memories can be traced back to French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs and the Russian psychologist Lev 
Vygotsky. Halbwachs asserts that all memories are formed and organized within a collective context. All events, experiences 
and perceptions are shaped by individuals’ interactions with others. Society provides the framework for beliefs and 
behaviors and recollections of them. That is, people’s perceptions towards events are shaped by social sharing of the 
collective events, which help to shape and maintain collective memories. In return, it stimulates people’s interest in 
discussion and results in changes in cultural behavior, which forms society. According to Vygotsky, people’s memory is 
dependent on society or community. That is, people's ways of remembering the past is dependent on their relationship to 
their community. And talking about the events also help them to assimilate, rethink, and organize about collective memory. 
Pennebaker, J. (Ed.), Paez, D. (Ed.), Rim‚, B. (Ed.), Paez, D. (Ed.). (1997). Collective Memory of Political Events. New 
York: Psychology Press, https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203774427; Radley, 1990. 
31 Lion Rock Spirit, is said to be the core value that is inherited by Hong Kong people from generation to generation. This 
term originated from the theme song of a 1970s TV series, Below the Lion Rock, which portrays the real-life situation of 
Hong Kong people during the period. This spirit enables the Hong Kong people to achieve the great socio-economic 
advancement that transforms Hong Kong into the current cosmopolitan Asian Financial Centre. 
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individual identity in the social and collective environment. To be precise, they 
constantly think about the boundaries of their identities in social changes, 
reconstruct a spiritual comfort that can be shared, that is, Hong Kong ’s collective 
memory, and express it in forms such as architecture, songs, movies, etc. Meanwhile, 
this narrative of collective memory has been enriched with the changes of the times. 
The diversity of perspectives and the recognition of identity is further refined and 
extended to different generations. 
1.1.3.1 Sense of Community 
At the social level, Castells divided the sense of community into three parts in his 
book.32 The power of identity: legitimizing identity, resistance identity, and project 
identity. “Introduced by the dominant institutions of society to extend and 
rationalize their domination vis à vis social actors, the legitimizing identity generates 
a civil society, which consists of a set of organizations and institutions and other 
social actors. It is constructed to resist an unbearable oppression, usually on the basis 
of identities that are apparently and clearly defined”, for example, against unfair 
exclusion in political, economic or social sense.33 ⁠ 
                                               
32 Castells, Manuel. The Power of Identity. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2004. 
33 Ibid, 
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At this level, the development of Hong Kong society has always been closely 
affected by changes in the "triangular relationship." The tension between the West 
and mainland China acts on Hong Kong society through specific political events, 
inspiring social groups to confront the Hong Kong government. In this 
confrontation, the meaning of identity in sociology is continuously being reshaped. 
From the political riots of 1967 (Fig. 1-3), Hong Kong's left-wing protests against the 
government ranged from initial moderate protests to violent conflicts. The colonial 
government had to abandon its original intention of only pursuing economic profits 
in Hong Kong and began to re-administer Hong Kong Island. The "non-intervention 
and inaction" approach gives Chinese more rights to participate in social governance 
and gradually opens government posts to local Chinese, which strengthened the 
sense of belonging for Hong Kong residents. Similarly, after the takeover in 1997, in 
the face of the Chinese government's intensified policy changes, Hong Kong's 
democratic system was constantly challenged and threatened. The spontaneous 
protests were also acts of social actors defending civil society by confronting the 
authorities to reaffirm their identity. 
Resistance identity, generated by those actors who are in positions/conditions 
Figure 1-3 (from left to right) Demonstrators march to Central along Wyndham Street, on May 22, 1967. Picture: SCMP; 
A suspected leftist is arrested during a police raid in Shau Kei Wan, in August 1967. Picture: SCMP 
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devalued and/or stigmatized by the logic of domination, thus building trenches of 
resistance and survival on the basis of principles different from those permeating the 
institutions of society. It leads to the formation of communes, or communities, which 
may be the most important type of identity-building in our society. 
In the book Hong Kong Cinema,34  Chu summarized the characteristics of Community 
in Hong Kong society as "diaspora," the term is not commonly used to describe the 
mainland Chinese in Hong Kong, perhaps because the colony cannot be perceived as 
a 'foreign' territory to China; at the same time as it is viewed as a 'foreign' territory to 
the West. On the other hand, the mainland Chinese refugees and migrants in Hong 
Kong shared cultural characteristics of other diasporic communities. For instance, 
they expressed their nostalgia for China, perceived themselves as an exile 
community in Hong Kong, and retained their regional cultural distinctions.35 ⁠ This 
kind of discreteness has always existed in Hong Kong society, and social identity 
perception has been trapped in a contradictory confrontation, which is between the 
western cultural and political system represented by British and socialist mainland 
China as Castells mentioned, "the exclusion of the excluders by the excluded," that 
is, the building of defensive identity in terms of dominant institutions, ideologies, 
reversing the value judgment while reinforcing the boundary. At the same time, its 
meaning is more precise, whether it is political, economic, or social. At this time, the 
diaspora of identity is more focused on the expression of a parallel relationship of 
opposition and integration, which is an effective response of Hong Kong's social 
identity to the history of colonial rule and the current political environment and 
corresponding measures. 
                                               
34 Chu, Yingchi. Hong Kong Cinema : Coloniser, Motherland and Self. New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003. 
35 Ibid 
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1.1.3.2 Generation Variations 
The third building of identity in Castells book is project identity, “When social 
actors, on the basis of whatever cultural materials are available to them, build a new 
identity that redefines their position in society and, by so doing, seek the 
transformation of overall social structure. He also quotes Alain Touraine to address 
how this type produces subjects. The transformation of individuals into subjects 
results from the necessary combination of two affirmations: that of individuals 
against communities, and that of individuals against the market”.36 
In this sense, identity is placed on the level of individuals, it is reflected in the 
confrontation between the individual, community and society, relating to socio-
political and cultural aspects. However, the individual's perception of identity is 
trapped in the background of the times, that is, the difference of Generation. 
Therefore, identity manifests itself in different times, as different individuals, using 
history to measure their position in community and society through the perception 
of the others. This shows that the past recalled by an individual builds up the sense 
of existence, purpose and value of such people, and also their awareness of history. 
Likewise, the past of individuals enhances the building of national identity of the 
citizens. 
In Hong Kong society from 1950 to the present, different generations of people were 
born from the 1950s to the 21st century. Their perception of identity is a dynamic 
process influenced by the external environment. They got rid of the early "refugee 
mentality", that is that Hong Kong is a temporary refuge, and gradually developed a 
                                               
36 Castells, Manuel. The Power of Identity. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2004. 
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sense of belonging to Hong Kong Island.37 This feeling also gradually deepened with 
the change of generations. Some of them are mixed with the democratic 
consciousness they gradually cultivated under the influence of Western culture and 
education. The understanding of civil society is also the main driving factor for 
Hong Kong people after the second generation got involved in Hong Kong’s 
construction. For them, the concept of mainland China only exists in the description 
of their elders, it is more like a cultural identity belonging to spiritual pursuit and 
imagination without any physical attachment; social and political identities are 
gradually distinguished from cultural identities and are formed with characteristics 
that are different from those of the Eastern and Western countries. 
The growing of economy in the early 1970s also accounted for the formation of 
identity. The economy was characterized by low taxes, few controls, quick profits, 
hard work and a measure of laissez-faire.38 However, the increased awareness of 
citizenship and community has also led this generation to reflect on the 
contradictions of identity as individuals. By the 1960s, the post-war generation had 
grown. They were born and raised in Hong Kong, received a western education, and 
got in touch with popular culture, such as Beatles music. Moreover, they are 
reaching the age of rebellion, so they rebelled against the previous generation, 
rebelled against the rule of authority, and struggled to find their own identity in 
                                               
37 The emergence of refugee mentality, in addition to the influence from the United Kingdom and mainland China, was also 
affected by factors such as exclusion and discrimination suffered by local Chinese in early Hong Kong society, reflected in 
prejudice and class problems caused by ethnic and lifestyle differences. Therefore, Tong lau is one of the products of passive 
“isolation” of local Chinese at the residential level. 
38 Fung, W. M. [馮穎洐]. (2011). Collective memories, identity and cultural heritage conservation : a case study of Hong 
Kong. (Thesis). University of Hong Kong, Pokfulam, Hong Kong SAR. 
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confusion.39 They have developed a greater sense of belonging to Hong Kong. ⁠ 
This was inherited by the next generation, and became the main concern of Hong 
Kong’s society when the island was situated in the diplomatic struggle between 
Britain and China.40 It was also the background of the era when Hong Kong's 
economic prosperity was about to end in the 1990s. After the return of sovereignty to 
China, the economic downturn, the devaluation of the housing market, the burst of 
the stock market bubble and the outbreak of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome 
(SARS) created an instability and uneasiness within Hong Kong society. The fear of 
losing the right to democracy and free speech spread on Hong Kong island, and 
many protests took place. According to some statistics from the HKU Pop Site, 70% 
of the protestors are aged 15 to 40. This generation was born in Hong Kong after the 
70s.41 The growing awareness of public involvement in the policymaking process has 
proved that the Hong Kong people have begun to engage in political decision-
making through more aggressive actions to express affirmation of their identity. 
                                               
39 Zhuo, Botang. Xianggang Xinlangchao Dianying = Hong Kong New Wave Cinema. Shanghai: Fu dan daxue chubanshe, 
2011. 
40 the sign of Sino-British Joint Declaration on agreeing to transfer the sovereignty of Hong Kong to the People’s Republic 
of China in 1984; Soon after in 1989, the June Fourth Incident, the student-led demonstrations held in Tiananmen Square in 
Beijing, threatened Hong Kong people and re-triggered the resistance and the fear of the Communist Party in China. 
41 Source needed 
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1.2 Methodology, Research Scope and Limitation 
1.2.1  Methodology 
Methodology applied in the thesis includes literature review of the history of Hong 
Kong Tong lau in terms of its construction and preservation. Research contains the 
identify of building’s origin, typology, construction methods, the use of materials, 
living conditions, and demolition. Moreover, the literature review also covers socio-
political background in terms of architecture, sociology and local identity in order to 
establish a broad historical framework and a timeline to noted key issues of Tong 
lau’s history and significant background associated with its history. (See Table 1); 
Then the further research involves the history of Hong Kong film in relation to the 
issues mention above to narrow down a specific timeline (See Table 2).  
Table 1 History background related to Hong Kong Preservation, Illustrated by the author, 2020 The table illustrates the 
most important political and social events that in relation to the development of urban planning and preservation history in 
Hong Kong. 
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Further research and case study including filed trip and film study to better specify 
selected film list. Besides, research also covers local people’s identity and collective 
memory in relation to both of local Cantonese film and Tong lau’s preservation. 
The field trip goals were set as below. First, to understand urban Hong Kong mainly 
by observation in terms of its urban form, commercial space, and citizens’ lifestyle; 
Second, to observe existing Tong lau buildings, focusing on several typical cases, 
including different scales in terms of individual buildings and streets. And look into 
people’s social life from different perspectives and scales, recording information and 
feelings. In detail, study methods included literature review, document analysis, 
architectural study in terms of spatial and geographic analysis (observation, 
drawings, and photos), comparative analysis. Additionally, significance- and value-
based analysis will be discussed in the case studies. 
Table 2 Research Scope, illustrated by the author, 2020. The table illustrates the timeline of the thesis research scope to 
better understand the relationship between selected films and Tong lau’s history under the historical context. 
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The film study focuses on spatial expression, which mainly includes three aspects: 
content, method and intention. Film content is the storyline; The method refers to 
what shooting technique did the directors use, and their purpose, including the 
images and plots that were deliberately emphasized or hidden; and the intention is 
the theme of films and what factors affected directors’ choice making, which may 
include directors’ experience or the role of important social events. The analysis of 
films usually covers the above three aspects, but each has its own focus. Above all, 
all analysis will be carried out for the purpose of Tong lau buildings. 
1.2.2 Research Scope 
The thesis selects Hong Kong films made from 1950 to the present, by analyzing the 
films’ specific shooting scenes, and relating the films to the development of the 
preservation of Hong Kong Tong lau during the same period, placing them in the 
context of the era to connect with the social, history and cultural events and to 
explore how the expression of the Tong Lau in local films affects their preservation. 
Related discussion includes preservation of individual buildings, public policy and 
measures taken, locality, identity and how collective memory has been shaped by 
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films and preservation practice (See Table 3). 
 
Table 3 Selected films, Illustrated by the author, 2020 The table illustrates the year when selected films were released (Blue 
words), and grey boxes indicate the period of the movies portrayed. 
1.2.3 Limitation 
The thesis analysis is based on a large amount of second-hand data and part of the 
outcomes of the field trip. Therefore, the thesis lacks sufficient first-hand 
information. Because of the outbreak of protests in Hong Kong, interviews by the 
author, who comes from mainland China have become infeasible. Furthermore, the 
field trip was also faced with the threat of cancellation. For personal safety, the 
author avoided the interview and only made simple communication with some local 
students. 
The amount of film viewing due to time constraints was insufficient, so the selection 
of movies was still limited. At the same time, some sources and readings were not 
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available in later thesis writing, which also partially affected the analysis of the 
thesis. 
1.3 Literature Review 
The earliest records of Tong lau buildings were found in the report Sanitary 
Condition of Hong Kong submitted by British engineer Mr. Chadwick to the 
Government House in 1882,42 which detailed information on the buildings’ 
construction, materials, living and sanitary conditions. Since then, Tong lau usually 
appeared in books relate to Hong Kong history, most of which described the hard 
life of Chinese in Hong Kong in the middle and late 19th century (Fig. 1-4). In 2003, 
Prof. Lee published a study of the Tenement Housein Singapore.43 In the same year, 
                                               
42 Great Britain. Colonial Office and London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, Mr. Chadwick’s Reports on the 
Sanitary Condition of Hong Kong ; with Appendices and Plans. [Electronic Resource] (London : Printed by George E.B. 
Eyre and William Spottiswoode, for Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1882), http://archive.org/details/b2136591x. 
43 Dr. Lee Ho Yin (“Hoyin”) is a co-founder and the longest serving Director of the Architectural Conservation 
Programmes.  In 2015, the unit was elevated to a Division, and he became the founding Head of the Division.  Before 
joining HKU in 2000, he was an Associate Director of an architectural practice in Hong Kong.  A well-published academic 
and an experienced practitioner in built-heritage conservation, he has been appointed by government agencies in Hong 
Kong, Mainland China and overseas as an advisor or a consultant for conservation projects, including the identification of 
Singapore’s first UNESCO World Heritage Site. They still started with individual cases, focusing on analyzing how the 
movie Echoes of the rainbow changed public policy, and then analyzing building conservation in stake. Lee, Ho Yin.  “The 
Singapore Shophouse: An Anglo-Chinese Urban Vernacular.”  Chap. in Asia’s Old Dwellings: Tradition, Resilience, and 
Change, edited by Ronald G. Knapp, 115-134.  New York: Oxford University Press, 2003. 
Figure 1-4 Drawings depicting the section and plan of an early Tong Lau found at Tai Ping Shan in the early 1880s. 1 = 
cookhouses; 2 = shop; 3 = smoke hole through the roof and floor; 4 = cockloft or platform above tenement cabins; 5 = 
tenement cabins; 6 = street in front of building. Source: Chadwick’s Report 
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Pro. Lung, Ho and Lee compiled a book of Tong lau's measured drawings, which 
was a Hong Kong University (HKU) architecture program that led the students of 
Hong Kong University to map Tong lau buildings (Fig. 1-5).44 Except in the 
professional area, media worker Xinyuan Wang were also using photos to record the 
existing Tong lau buildings in Hong Kong.45 
Since then, the definition and typological research of Tong lau went into detail and 
in-depth. Lee conducted an analysis of the pre-war Tong lau buildings in a detailed 
study of tenement house by the government in 2008, and concluded that, compared 
with the post-WWII Tong lau, the Tong lau built pre-war were worthier of 
preservation based on their architectural and historical value. Therefore, most early 
research focused on pre-war’s Tong lau were usually more detailed, including 
research on definition, typology, construction techniques, materials and use. Until 
2005, as preservation has matured in Hong Kong, adaptive reuse was becoming 
popular that could benefit for expanding the research scope to cover Tong lau 
                                               
43 David Lung is internationally recognized for his scholarship and work in the field of vernacular architecture, heritage 
conservation and World Heritage properties. He has been an active voice in the multifaceted discipline of Architectural 
Conservation for more than 30 years. 
44 David Lung is internationally recognized for his scholarship and work in the field of vernacular architecture, heritage 
conservation and World Heritage properties. He has been an active voice in the multifaceted discipline of Architectural 
Conservation for more than 30 years. 
45 LinManli, and WangXinyuan. Xiang Gang Qi Lou. Xianggang: Zhong hua shu ju(xiang gang)You xian gong si, 2015. 
Figure 1-5 Drawings of typical Tong lau measurement, A Compilation of Measured Drawings of Tenement Buildings in 
Urban Areas of Hong Kong, 2003, Department of Architecture, HKU 
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buildings built after post-WWII. In 2011, Barrie has provided a comprehensive and 
detailed analysis of Tong lau’s history in terms of its construction and development 
in his book on the history of Hong Kong architecture. In his book, he defines the 
buildings from the perspective of their function, so that the horizon on narratives of 
Tong lau’s evolution was broadened. 
It was not until 2010 that public has finally begun to participate in Tong lau’s 
preservation. After ten years of rapid development in the field of historic 
preservation, the Division of Architectural Conservation Programme (ACP) from 
Department of architecture in HKU has contributed a lot on Tong lau’s research 
especially to the period of post-WWII. Furthermore, research perspectives also 
diversified to cover from the overall typology, the case studies starting from 
individual building or street, to the related comparative studies. And studies also 
began to touch on a more micro perspective in terms of shop sign, roof top and other 
elemental space study. In addition, research topic also extended to the issue relating 
to locality, cultural identity, and gentrification. 
Relating to preservation action, since 2005, citizen protests have occurred one after 
another. They opposed government’s planning on urban renewal in terms of the 
demolition of Lee Tung Street, Queen’s Pier and Wing Lee Street (Fig. 1-7). And 
Wing Lee Street managed to be conserved thanks to the award film Echoes of the 
Figure 1-7 (Form left to right) Lee Tung Street, 2006, Rysher; Queen’s Pier, SCMP pictures; Wing Lee Street, 2017, 
Charlotte 
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rainbow. After then, studies involving new media and building preservation began to 
appear, such as Lin Fengwen's dissertation News media interpretation on heritage 
rehabilitation and public perception: a case study of Wing Lee Street, which was intending 
to fill the gap of “what to preserve” and “how to preserve” on the application of 
heritage rehabilitation.46 Meanwhile Pan and Chris's paper also highlighted the 
media role in shaping and changing public opinions. However, they also expressed 
concerns on film’s limitation. 
The research on mass media in relation to Tong lau's preservation is not rich, and 
usually focused on analysis of individual cases. The thesis News media interpretation 
on heritage rehabilitation and public perception: a case study of Wing Lee Street uses the 
case of Wing Lee Street to explore and compare different perspectives on the 
rehabilitation work.47 By study of different opinions from government, conservation 
scholars, and those of the public expressed in questionnaires, the internet and via the 
news media, and news media interpretation. Another thesis is The Film-Induced 
Heritage Site Conservation: The Case of Echoes of the Rainbow by Steve Pan and Ryan 
Chris. They also used individual case, and focused on analyzing how the movie 
Echoes of the rainbow created a heightened awareness of the heritage value that led to 
changes in public policy. And discussed how different stakeholders have influenced 
back to the media coverage of the site. Therefore, this thesis hopes to discuss how 
                                               
46 This dissertation uses the rehabilitation of Wing Lee Street as a case study to explore and compare different perspectives 
on the rehabilitation work has been done on the street, ranging from those of the URA, architectural conservation scholars, 
those of the public expressed in questionnaires, the internet and via the news media, and news media interpretation. The 
dissertation contributes to better understanding the different rationales and priorities for heritage rehabilitation from those 
expressed by the Urban Renewal Authority and architectural conservation professionals. In addition, it also illustrates 
public’s expectation on heritage rehabilitation, which will hopefully be a useful reference for a better outcome in future 
heritage rehabilitation projects. 
47 Lin, F. [林丰雯]. (2014). News media interpretation on heritage rehabilitation and public perception : a case study of 
Wing Lee Street. (Thesis). University of Hong Kong, Pokfulam, Hong Kong SAR. Retrieved from 
http://dx.doi.org/10.5353/th_b5347037 
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the film affects the development of Tong lau’s preservation through a study on the 
timeline where the local Cantonese film development overlaps with Tong lau's 
building preservation.  
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Chapter 2 Poverty Films 
In this chapter, there is no clear and straight connection between film and historic 
preservation in Hong Kong. Instead, relations are more obscure from 1950s to 1970s. 
The miserable local Chinese life in Hong Kong was originally recorded through 
Poverty Films since 1950s.48 These type films preached common moral values and 
formed a specific construction and narrative ways. Furthermore, with the 
widespread of television, this moral value has taken the advantages of both films 
and TV in expression to create a collective memory that was initially recognized by 
the locals.49 And the Lion Rock Spirit was the most famous expression that was 
                                               
48 The name of Poverty Films is inspired from the article "Description of Poverty in Hong Kong Films in the 1960s by 
Weizhong Chen, Chen has mentioned the research on poverty people in Hong Kong films was inspired by a set of 
documentaries The Story of One Million HKers.  The article was included in the book Dian Ying Zhong De Xianggang Gu 
Shi, edit by Bingjun Liang and Shuxian Huang. 
49 Liang, Bingjun, and Huang, Shuxian, eds. Dian Ying Zhong De Xianggang Gu Shi. Xianggang: Xianggang jiao yu tu shu 
gong si, 2010. 
Table 4 Historical Context of Type 1 films, Yu Song, 2020. 
 33 
generated soon before preservation in Hong Kong was started in late 1970s and 
Tong lau has begun to face up with the crisis of demolition. 
2.1 Lion Rock Spirit 
From 1950s to 1970s, local Cantonese films mainly expressed the thoughts to reflect 
social reality. The films include: In the face of demolition (1953), Taps off, downstairs! 
(1954) and The house of 72 tenants (1973) (See Poster 1). Set themes to embody realism, 
these films preached a common moral value and formed a specific ways of film 
construction and narrative. Moreover, they also shared a primary similarity about 
the building, Tong lau. That is, it was always the main site where story took place. In 
the 94-minute film Taps off, downstairs! (1954), only 2-minute scenes were not shot in 
Tong lau. The similar situation also applied to the film In the face of demolition (1953), 
which has 20 out of 120 minutes was not shot in Tang lau. And in most of these 
films, Tong lau space generally assisted in shaping a terrible living condition in 
order to emphasize a spirit of mutual help. For this purpose, and considering 
funding constrains, films were almost shot in real scenes to better restore reality 
from 1950s to 1970s. 
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The film Taps off, downstairs! (1954), where the story took place in a three-floor Tong 
lau building, aimed at a low-income Chinese community. Focusing on the issue of 
water shortage (Fig. 2-1), Taps off, downstairs documented the contradictions and 
mutual assistance between residents living in the building, thereby reflecting the 
difficult situations commonly faced 
by local Chinese.50 Films of similar 
themes included The dividing wall 
(1952), In the face of demolition (1953), 
Between Fire and Water (1955), House 
removal greeting (1954),  Typhoon 
Signal No. 10 (1959), Father is back 
(1961), nearly all of  which attempted to call for morality by depicting poverty based 
on social realities in Hong Kong. 51 
The emergence of Cantonese films with theme of poverty showed that the colonial 
government had deliberately downplayed the crisis of ethnic conflict by extensive 
spreading discrimination among local Chinese. According to the original colonial 
plan, Tong lau buildings were normally distributed in the middle of the city on 
Hong Kong Island. In contrast, the residential buildings with a better environment 
were located on hills far away from the city center. This kind of segregation that has 
gradually formed since the establishment of Colonial Hong Kong in 1842. The huge 
differences in living environment had inevitably raised the social risks of the colonial 
                                               
50 At that time, Tong lau generally had two to four floors, and there was no reservoir on the roof. Therefore, water was not 
drawn down from the roof, but from the bottom to the top, so when the bottom households open the water pipe, the water 
cannot be pumped to the upper stairs. The households on upper stairs have no water and have to call "Taps off, downstairs"! 
Sometimes they even had to run downstairs to knock on the door to urge. 
51 Liang, Bingjun, and Huang, Shuxian, eds. Dian Ying Zhong De Xianggang Gu Shi. Xianggang: Xianggang jiao yu tu shu 
gong si, 2010. 
Figure 2-1 Residents standing on balcony and shouting asking for 
water supply, See the film Taps off, downstairs! (2:50), YouTube 
 35 
government’s management. Before 1970, the Hong Kong economy was still sluggish, 
and poverty continued to be the main issue faced by most middle- and lower-class 
Chinese. However, the colonial government has always followed management rules 
with a Passenger Mentality to ensure the primacy of economic interests.52 They 
applied the least human cost to maintain basic operation of society. Therefore, the 
government normally only guaranteed the maximum plunder of colonial resources 
while minimizing the risk of riots to maintain Hong Kong ’s stability.53 Furthermore, 
it also set rules to restrict local Chinese participation in politics in order to sustain 
their dominance. In this way, the gaps in wealth between local Chinese and 
foreigners have been exacerbated, which provoked severe social and racial 
discrimination. Moreover, the improvement of the local Chinese living condition has 
not been on government’s agenda. 
At the same time, a large number of local Chinese, most of whom live in Tong lau, 
were immigrants from China, and they also had similar Passenger Mentality. Their 
emotions towards their homeland China drove them to regard Hong Kong as a 
"temporary shelter for living." Therefore, a sense of nostalgia arose in their 
psychology, along with numerous miserable situations facing of the reality. This 
common sense is therefore depicted in the Poverty Films to represent as individuals’ 
micro-narrative. These films have shaped various insignificant roles whom, 
however, could easily arouse the audience's curiosity and empathy for the hard 
times of the past. Meanwhile, films resorted to these emotions as a propaganda of 
                                               
52 Passenger mentality(過客⼼態) ,directly translated from Chinese, it is a marginal mentality, which is the state of being as 
THE OTHERS. These people do not plan to settle for a long time. Because they only stay in a certain place for a short-term 
goal, they cannot have a sense of belonging. Relevant descriptions mostly appear in local news and media articles, usually 
used to describe the common mentality of a large number of immigrants living in Hong Kong. Most of them are mainland 
Chinese who chose to emigrate to Hong Kong after World War II because of war or political asylum.  
53 Li, Pang-kwong. Guan Zhi Xianggang: Yingguo Jie Mi Dang an De Qi Shi. Oxford University Press, 2012. 
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mutual assistance, usually in a form similar to slogan, using lines to express praise 
for the poor's mutual support. 
Such as in Taps off, downstairs, it was Watching and helping each other(守望相助), 
and Everyone is for me, and I am for everyone else(⼈⼈為我，我為⼈⼈) was the 
expression in the film In the face of demolition. And the films reinforced these 
expressions by shaping opposing characters. For example, in Taps off, downstairs, 
Zhougong Bai (⽩粥公, Wong Cho Shan), who ran a porridge shop, was besieged by 
Baozugong (包租公, Ko Lo-Chuen) and the rich bachelor Fat Zhang (肥佬張, Lee 
Pang-Fei).54 Zhougong Bai then had no choice but to suspense his business; Another 
case is Uncle Tan(譚⼆叔, Wong Cho Shan) in the film In the face of demolition. 
Poverty compelled him to selling blood to make a living and support family costs, 
which ultimately led to his death. Meanwhile, the opposite characters showed 
similarities in different films: greed and stinginess. Among these films, Tong lau 
have been generally regarded as tenement buildings after World War II, which 
provided a suitable background for the scriptwriter to shape these opposite 
characters who worked well in all films with similar topics. They are Baozugong (包
                                               
54 Zhougong Bai (⽩粥公), means a man with a surname of Bai who opened a porridge shop, Zhou(粥) means porridge, and 
Gong(公) means a man. Baozugong and Baozupo, 包租公, 包租婆. Gong and Po in Chinese means man and woman. Baozu 
in Chinese means charter, the behavior of chartering. Therefore, Baozugong and Baozupo means landlord and landlady. The 
term, especially Baozupo, has become synonymous with water shortage and leasing issue in Hong Kong. This image often 
appears in films that reflects social reality. Related opinions also appeared in local context, newspaper, magazines, etc. Such 
as the book Xiang Hong Shi Wu Ren Ling Chu, written by Cheng, Lin, and Vivian Ho, which was published in 2018. 
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租公) and Baozupo (包租婆) who were landlord couple. Such roles could inversely 
embody a sympathetic experience of poverty from a low class. In other words, it is a 
collective identity face by most Chinese after World War II, refugees' homesickness. 
For them, Hong Kong would rather be elsewhere than a permanent residence. 
Homesickness has occupied their mind with the hope of returning hometown one 
day in the future. This emotion has always supported them in their struggle to be 
exploited and impoverished. From these similarities, a collective imagination based 
on "self-consolation" comes into being through films. It is noble moral propaganda 
that poor people care about and support each other. Although such common fantasy 
and encouragement varied in different movies, the primary idea is to project 
collective imagination on demand for "community" in search of a sense of security, a 
sense of belonging. Furthermore, poverty has enabled the community to form. In the 
end of Taps Off, Downstairs, Zhougong Bai (⽩粥公) was able to reopen his porridge 
shop with neighbors' generous help; And under the similar theme in the film In the 
face of demolition, the crowded situation in Tong lau has instead become an advantage 
through the spatial expressions of people's intimate relationships.  
In all of these movies, Tong lau spaces have played a role in supporting film 
narrative. For example, the film In the face of demolition, Ming (Ying Cheung) and 
Ying (Tsi Law-lin) expressed their feelings of loving across the wall panel (Fig. 2-2). 
And the depiction of group portraits in public spaces were even more welcome. 
Figure 2-2 Ming (Ying Cheung) and Ying (Tsi Law-lin) talked across the thin partition, and Ying even crossed the partition 
and protruded from the gap near the ceiling. See the film In the face of demolition (1:12:47-1:13:14), YouTube 
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Such as the scene shot in Taps Off, Downstairs! described how residents using water. 
Here, the space function in Tong lau also showed a feature of "simultaneity." Shots 
focusing on tenants were often crowded with neighbors, besides the accumulation of 
various daily necessities that made the entire space even more cramped and narrow. 
The lack of water also forced residents to fully make use of limited water, which 
required them to cooperate following the same time schedule. Then, public space 
was always serviced for people with same use at one time. So that we could saw the 
scene in the film, that locals were using water together (Fig. 2-3), they were doing 
cleaning while chatting on trivial matters. In the book Diandijiexinku, it also depicted 
the similar memories that water was always repeatedly used more than one time. 
After cleaning rice, water usually was used for vegetables. Then, the slightly turbid 
water was used to water flowers or for laundry. Moreover, the remaining water 
would be used to mop floors and clean the kitchen.55  
Meanwhile, negative characters in films also reinforce this contradiction and further 
conveys "mutual help and assistance" to the audience. Frequently, they exercise 
"privilege" manifested by social superiority and more comfortable living space. In 
                                               
55 Shao, Wanxin, and Yinglin Xie. Dian Di Jie Xin Ku: Liu Shi Nian Dai Xianggang Zhi Shui Gu Shi = A Drop in Drought 
Memories of Hong Kong Water Rationing in the 1960s. Xianggang: Chang chun she wen hua gu ji zi yuan zhong xin, 2015. 
 
Figure 2-3 (From left to right) Sharing water to save water, See the film Taps off, downstairs! (1:22:56), YouTube; Sha is 
lying on his bed, See the Taps off, downstairs! (56:19), YouTube 
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Taps off, Downstairs, Sha Chenchao (Cheng Gwan-min), son of Baozupo (包租婆), 
lived in a spacious room on the first floor, with his large bed (Fig. 2-3), also, he was 
free to use water and even performed some so-called "immoral" behaviors. The most 
typical clip was Sha taking showers and peeping at Miaoying (Shi Xia), Bai’s 
daughter. In the clip (Fig. 2-4), there was only Sha himself walking around to ensure 
if water was sufficient. Surrounded by him were water containers of different sizes 
and shapes. Although the facilities were simple, it was still a luxury at that time. Sha 
undressed with joy, applied soap, rinsed comfortably, and wiped the body. Thus, 
with the help of bathing in living room, he has ensured privacy for himself. After 
that, as he passed Lengxiang(冷巷) wearing a white towel, Sha saw Miaoying falling 
asleep (Fig. 2-5).56 Poverty has forced Bai's family, only being able to afford beds' 
costs. And located in corridor, where these beds that should have represented as 
private space, but actually lost their privacy. Therefore, two spatial descriptions 
have constituted a set of confrontational dialogue, where both of this public space 
                                               
56 Lengxiang, 冷巷, is the corridor in Tong lau, which is the passageway to other rooms, beds and kitchen, and other public 
rooms. 
Figure 2-4 Sha Chenchao is bathing in public-shared room, See the film Taps off, downstairs! (27:52-29:49), YouTube 
Figure 2-5 Sha wipes light bulb to peep at Miaoying easily. See the film Taps off, downstairs! (30:02-31:40), YouTube 
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has transformed for private use. In living room, Sha was conspicuous against his 
background, where scattered many water containers only left himself alone half-
naked in the scene (Fig. 2-5). Thus, as Baozupo's son, his privileges were expressed 
through space occupation. However, when Sha entered the corridor peeping at 
Miaoying, the unique privacy was broken. Miaoying, only head exposed, now 
integrating with her bed, together has formed an invisible tension with other 
architectural elements of the corridor space, namely, the wooden door, floor, and 
stairs. Moreover, strengthened by Sha, who showed a striking image in a white and 
clean cloth, the boundary between interior and exterior was weakened. However, 
this boundary was indeed strengthened psychologically in the viewers' minds. And 
Tong lau’ poor construction quality also exposed tenants to the threat of 
homelessness. Such as in the film In the face of demolition, heavy rain has made 
Baozupo's Tong lau disappeared (Fig. 2-6). Only left Baozupo cried sadly in the rain.  
This slogan-style propaganda developed from Everyone is for me, and I am for 
everyone (⼈⼈為我，我為⼈⼈) to Lion Rock Spirit (獅⼦山精神) that originated 
from the Radio Television Hong Kong (RTHK) in the TV Series Below the lion rock 
(1972).57 The series featured communities struggling to survive in the 1970s, 
                                               
57 Below the Lion Rock (獅⼦山下) is a TV show about the lives of Hong Kong citizens. It was broadcast five times, each 
forming its own series, from 1972 to 1979, 1984 to 1988, 1990, 1992 to 1995, 2006, 2014 to 2016. Each series was a 
collection of unrelated stories produced by the RTHK, and depicted the life stories of different social strata set against 
backgrounds that are today part of Hong Kong history, such as the Shek Kip Mei Fire that burnt down the slums, and the 
early immigrants from Mainland China. The stories showed the perceptions people had on the society back in those times. It 
was a very emotionally moving series and was thus highly successful in ratings. 
Figure 2-6 In the end, the Tong lau collapsed due to a heavy rain, and Baozupo was crying sadly in the rain. See the film In 
the face of demolition (1:54:38-1:55:10), YouTube 
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including new immigrants from mainland China and the slum dwellers of Shek Kip 
Mei, “Lion Rock” refers to the peculiar-looking hill in Kowloon Country Park, which 
become a symbol of Hong Kong. However, it has never been clear what the “Lion 
Rock Spirit” actually entails. Rita Chan Man-yee, who was the production assistant 
for the TV Series Below the lion rock in the 1980s, said that when the show first came 
out, it was merely about “people being poor and working to improve their living 
standards.”58 Professor Kristof Van Den Troost of the Centre for China Studies at the 
Chinese University of Hong Kong said that the term strikes a different chord in each 
Hong Kong generation.59 For the older generation, the Lion Rock reminds them of 
the time when people were self-reliant and self-sufficient. To them, it means a 
grounded approach to improve life. To the younger generation, the Lion Rock dream 
is becoming unreachable for them due to low social mobility and high housing 
price.60 
In other words, the Lion Rock spirit has evolved step by step from the early poverty 
film, and with the development of society, the narrative has been continuously 
changed in the intergenerational generation of Hong Kong, becoming a synonym for 
Hong Kong people to emphasize their identity and sense of belonging. From 
Guowei Li, Ph.D. of Cultural and Religious Studies in Hong Kong University, “The 
symbol of Lion Rock is composed of words, songs, TV series, and even geographical 
landscapes.” He has introduced views from Shaoxin Zhang, that “At that time, most 
residents of Hong Kong's resettlement areas, housing estates and log cabin areas 
lived under the Lion Rock. When they got up every morning, they looked up and 
                                               





saw the Lion Rock mountain range. It inspired their spirit of survival in the face of 
adversity and endless struggle".61 
2.2 Dissemination of Identity through Mass Media 
Lion Rock Spirit's popularity has benefited from the prosperity of the Hong Kong 
Cantonese film and television industry in the 1970s, allowing this idea to be widely 
spread to every local people. At the same time, Hong Kong films have begun to 
shake off the influence of the mainland and began to develop their own 
characteristics. 
In the earlier period, mainland China has played a far more dominant role so that 
Hong Kong cinema could be seen as part of Chinese national cinema because the 
British police of non-interference in local Chinese affairs and there is a lack of a 
defined Hong Kong identity.62 In Chu’s book, he has concluded that Hong Kong 
cinema in the first half of the century mirrored the generalized Chinese community, 
its tensions, conflicts, and ambiguity in the film construction of Chinese national 
identity.63 Later then, the Hong Kong film market has divided into three parts by 
Western films, Mandarin films, and Cantonese films. Under multiple factors, the 
number of Cantonese films produced in the late 1960s has plummeted.64 Compared 
                                               
61 黎國威, “獅⼦山：歷史記憶、視覺性與國族寓⾔,” ⾹港中⽂⼤學, 《⼆⼗⼀世紀》雙⽉刊, 161, no. 6 (June 2017): 
84. 
62 Chu, Yingchi. Hong Kong Cinema: Coloniser, Motherland and Self. New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Kar, Law, Frank Bren, and Sam Ho. Hong Kong Cinema: a Cross-Cultural View. Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2004. 
The book mentions that there are three main reasons for the decline of Cantonese films, namely "the control of cinema 
operators", "low-quality movies are eliminated", and "political reasons that have caused the market of some suspected leftist 
or pro-leftists to shrink, resulting in a reduction in production ". 
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with Mandarin films, it has changed from 166: 68 in 1960 to 63: 95 in 1969. In the 
1970s, it fell to one, and none in 1972.65 Until Chor Yuan’s The House of 72 Tenants 
(1973) and Michael Hui’s Games Gamblers Play (1974) pulled the Cantonese film 
crowd back into the theaters. After 1978, films dubbed in Cantonese became the 
mainstream of the local industry.66 
From the mid to late 1960s to the early 1970s, Cantonese films in Hong Kong have 
been stagnant.67 Because the popularity of television grabbed a large number of 
audiences in the movie market, the 1973 film The house of 72 tenants, rather than a 
Cantonese film reflecting the corruption of the Hong Kong police, was better 
described as a single-episode TV series released in the form of a film. Unlike Taps off, 
downstairs, the film created a relaxed and humorous atmosphere (Fig. 2-7). Set 
background of the society in the 1960s, the film actually reflected 1970s’ reality of 
similar class contradictions and crowded living conditions. It is worth noting that 
this is the only film that was shot in the studio from selected films, because it was 
influenced by Hollywood movies of the same period.68 The importance of this film 
                                               
65 Cheung, Esther M. K., Gina Marchetti, and Ching-Mei Esther Yau, eds. A Companion to Hong Kong Cinema /, n.d. 
66 Ibid. 
67 The content of local films remained nearly identical to that of the 1930s. Audiences began to taper off, thought this is most 
likely not due to the popularization of television since movie-going continued to be a prime leisure-time activity in Hong 
Kong’s cramped living environment. Cantonese film production dropped from over 200 films a year in 1960 to 71 films in 
1969, 35 in 1970, and only one in 1971. Source: Fonoroff, Paul. 1988. A brief history of Hong Kong cinema. 
68 Zhuo, Botang. Xianggang Xinlangchao Dianying = Hong Kong New Wave Cinema. Shanghai: Fu dan daxue chubanshe, 
2011. 
Figure 2-7 Characters in the film The house of 72 tenants, See the film The house of 72 tenants,(12:25:36; 6:20) 
 44 
lied in its widespread. With the help of television, the film has spread the 
universality of emotional appeals to more Hong Kong people. Thus, the film has 
downplayed the problem of poverty and replaced it with a satire on government 
corruption to strengthen collective awareness and public identity. And it made Lion 
Rock Spirit a real household name. Moreover, the middle class began to rise and 
formed a robust community as society became more diverse with freedom speech. 
Local people participated in decision-making on social issues actively and promoted 
social reform, creating the cohesion of Hong Kong people to maintain and 
consolidate society. In 1979, the first draft of Declared monuments of Kong Hong 
was drawn up by the Hong Kong Heritage Society.69 By 1980s, Hong Kong began to 
implement a grading system for historic buildings. 
Meanwhile, the meaning of Lion Rock Spirit has also been enriched along with the 
historical process, and it has gradually been deeply involved in the contemplation of 
identity, of which, the narrative representing the majority Chinese Community has 
changed over time. Through the Poverty films, the sense of belonging was 
emphasized by shifting to identifying local citizens more as Chinese outside of 
mainland China.  
Before 1960s, the collective psychological imagination through films was depicted as 
a contradiction between the sense of belonging to mainland China and of being a 
Hong Kong citizen.70 Such tension was magnified through “poverty,” the situation 
                                               
69 “Declared Monuments - Antiquities and Monuments Office,” accessed April 29, 2020, 
https://www.amo.gov.hk/en/monuments.php. Declared monuments of Hong Kong are places, structures or buildings legally 
declared to receive the highest level of protection. In Hong Kong, declaring a monument requires consulting the Antiquities 
Advisory Board, the approval of the chief executive as well as the publication of the notice in government gazette. 
70 The Cantonese film produced in Hong Kong from the 1940s to the 1970s were specially called "Yut yu cheung pin"(粵語
長⽚). Most of them were in black and white, and the plot was mainly based on local people’s life. It reflected the living 
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which was strongly expressed through the spatial narrative of Tong lau buildings. 
However, by the end of 1960s, Hong Kong entered to the construction period, which 
indicated that Tong lau’s construction came to an end.71 Bristow mentioned living 
conditions in his book Land-use Planning in Hong Kong. In 1958 the Final Report of 
the Special Committee on Housing and the accompanying Hong Kong Housing 
Survey was published. The standards of construction were found to be nearly 
always at the minimum allowed for the period. Over 7,000, mainly on Hong Kong 
Island, were of the pre-1903 back-to-back variety so roundly condemned by 
Chadwick in the 1880s.72 More serious 
still was the overcrowding. Out of 
156,000 households surveyed, only 
20,400 had separate bedrooms, while 79 
percent of the total were sharing their 
accommodation.73 The population 
overwhelmingly forced both 
government and private real estate 
companies to take actions on the construction of the buildings higher than six floors. 
Therefore, the fact that the majority Tong lau, built before WWII, was facing the fact 
of maintenance and demolition. Meanwhile, historic preservation has not yet come 
into being in Hong Kong during the 1960s.  
                                               
conditions of the lower-class people at that time. There are people who still miss the Yut yu cheung pin, bcause these films 
has evoked public good memories.  
71 Zhengbaohong. Chu Jing Sheng Qing: Ji Dai Xiang Gang Ren De Sheng Huo Ji Yi. Xiang gang: xiang gang zhong he chu 
ban you xian gong si, 2017. Accodring to the book, Tong lau was no longer approved for construction since 1975. 
72 Back-to-back Tong lau, refers to Tong lau without backside ventilation, thus buildings were constructed back to back, 
providing load-bearing through shared back walls.  
73 Pryor, E. G. Housing in Hong Kong /. 2nd ed. Hong Kong ; Oxford University Press, 1983. 
Figure 2-8 the only back-to-back Tong lau remains on 
Cochrane Street, Hong Kong, 2016, Photo by 陳穎然 
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The year 1972 was the beginning of Murray MacLehose's era when the Hong Kong 
economy began to take off, together with different local social movements taking 
place.74 At the same year, TV Series Below the lion rock (1972) started to show by the 
Radio Television Hong Kong (RTHK). In the up-rising economic environment, the 
Lion Rock Spirit has been widely spread in the public, giving local people more 
confidence to think of their perception of identity. For example, Chinese became the 
official language in 1971, which represented the rise of local Chinese status that 
would have a profound impact stimulating the enthusiasm of public participation. 
Also, the ten-year housing construction and new town plan of 1973 provided 1.8 
million people with "satisfactory accommodation."75 The establishment of the 
Independent Commission Against Corruption (ICAC) in 1974 also guaranteed 
citizens a sense of security.76 The positive development of society has stimulated the 
public's confirmation of collective inclusion, strengthened the sense of belonging and 
self-confidence. Since the occurrence of the Hong Kong 1967 riots, the colonial 
government has started to change its governance method to organize a large number 
of cultural activities, improve public participation of local Chinese, and enhance the 
status of Hong Kong people. By the mid-1970s, the government released the ten-year 
housing construction plan, which reflected the fact that realistic issues on poverty 
and poor living conditions depicted in the 1960s films are being resolved.  
                                               
74 Crawford Murray MacLehose was a British politician, diplomat and the 25th Governor of Hong Kong, from 1971 to 1982. 
He was the longest-serving governor of the colony, with four successive terms in office. 
75 Pryor, E. G. Housing in Hong Kong /. 2nd ed. Hong Kong ; Oxford University Press, 1983. 
76 The Independent Commission Against Corruption (ICAC) of Hong Kong was established by Governor Sir Murray 
MacLehose on 15 February 1974, when Hong Kong was under British rule. Its main aim was to clean up endemic corruption 
in the many departments of the Hong Kong Government through law enforcement, prevention and community education. 
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However, the large amount of urban renewal projects has also threatened historic 
buildings being demolished and required for building preservation. Under the 
favorable circumstance, Antiquities and Monuments Ordinance was passed in 1971. 
However, the Antiquities and Monuments Office was formally implemented five 
years later in 1976 when the Antiquities and Monuments Office and Antiquities 
Advisory Board were set up. The Antiquities and Monuments Office was only 
created as a result of the decisions to demolish the 1911 General Post Office (GPO) 
building in 1976, and the Kowloon railway station (KCR) Tsim Sha Tsui terminal 
(Fig. 2-15).77 In other words, the "poverty" series of films before the 1970s has 
managed to participate in the discussion of forming a collective consciousness. 
However, for those eager to get rid of poverty, and who has just come through the 
hard time in the 1950s and 1960s after WWII, people were generally holding the 
view of "demolishing the old to welcome the new."   
                                               
77 Lin, Zhongwei. Jian Zhu Bao Yu Yu Ben Tu Wen Hua. Xianggang: Zhonghua shu ju (Xianggang) you xian gong si, 2015. 
Figure 2-9 (from left to right) the General Post Office (GPO) building; the Kowloon railway station KCR Tsim Sha Tsui 
terminal, Photo from the book Lin, Zhongwei. Jian Zhu Bao Yu Yu Ben Tu Wen Hua. 
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As a result, there was no awareness of conservation of historic buildings among the 
public, and historic buildings were demolished during urban renewal, including the 
famous GPO building and KCR Tsim Sha Tsui terminus, where the colonial 
government's negative attitude is also one of the culprits. In a society where all 
management and construction need to give way to economic benefits, it was evident 
that historic preservation has been overlooked. Moreover, the colonial government 
has not formulated corresponding protection policies as they should have done. As 
Lin quoted in her book on Hong Kong preservation history, that as early as 1882, the 
United Kingdom already had regulations on monument preservation, the 
Antiquities Protection Act, and the Urban and Rural Planning Act, enacted in 1932, 
extended the scope of statutory protection to unique buildings. Moreover, relevant 
protection laws have been refined.78 However, in Hong Kong, the government has 
not enacted any preservation laws. Until in 2000, the Burra Charter, the international 
standard currently used for the preservation of historic buildings in Hong Kong, was 
finally introduced.  
Even though professional preservationists have protested to the government, calling 
for more effective protection. However, their voices were weak, and they were not 
able to change the government's decisions or even change their attitude. In other 
words, for the implementation of building preservation, a more feasible method was 
still based on how to popularize the "historical preservation awareness" to the public 
and encourage their participation in decision-making. The public awareness in Hong 
                                               
78 The "Urban and Rural Planning Act 1968" was enacted to regulate development of unique buildings. The Citizen Public 
Welfare Facilities Act passed in 1967 added the concept of preserved areas to the protection of cultural relics, requiring local 
authorities to identify and designate areas of special architectural or historical value that they deserve to be preserved or 
improved. And give these areas special attention when making development control decisions. The Urban and Rural Public 
Welfare Facilities Act passed in 1974 stipulates that when dismantling any building in a protected area, a construction permit 
in the protected area must be applied for. 
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Kong society is strongly shaped by the most powerful and effective communication. 
channel in the world, mass media, that is, the local film.  
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Chapter 3 Against Modernity Films 
In this chapter, one of Hong Kong New Wave's masterpieces directed by Ann Hui, 
Fung gip (1979, See Poster 2),79 and the film Merry-go-round (2010, see Poster 2), will be 
discussed; they were specially made to celebrate the 140th anniversary of the 
establishment of the Tung Wah Group of Hospitals. Both films were shot in real 
scene, and the significance of Tong lau was filmed as a metaphor for its traditional 
identity in Hong Kong.80 Therefore, Tong lau was endowed with the symbol of 
traditional culture. In the first part, discussions contain the value of Tong lau as a 
representative of vernacular architectural types influenced by city’s modernization. 
                                               
79 In the late 1970s through the mid-80s, a new generation of innovative filmmakers burst onto the Hong Kong film scene 
and became collectively known as the Hong Kong New Wave. Named after the French New Wave of the late 50s and 60s, 
these directors revitalized the city’s ebbing film industry and reoriented Hong Kong cinema as a whole with their 
experimental techniques, personal narratives and serious artistic vision. 
80 The Tung Wah Group of Hospitals, with a history dating back to 1870, is the oldest and largest charitable organisation in 
Hong Kong. It provides extensive education and community services through 194 service centres spread across Hong Kong. 
Table 5 Historical Context of Type 2 films, Yu Song, 2020 
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Based on the first part, the second part will discuss how the vernacular buildings 
represented by Tong lau resist modernization and how it has affected the formation 
of Tong lau's preservation concept. 
3.1 Fung gip (1979) 
In the short eight years from the late 1970s to the early 1980s, the Hong Kong film 
industry has produced around 30 young local directors born after World War II, 
such as Tsui Hark, Ann Hui and Yim Ho. The majority of them are university 
graduates of British and US film schools in the mid-seventies. After several-year 
working experience as innovative producers at TV stations, they joined the film 
industry.81 They were all focused on making Cantonese films, which reflect largely 
the mood of a rapidly changing Hong Kong urban culture. Through films, they 
actively presented the sensitive of socio-political issues. Other topics also included 
the attention to grapple with East-west cultural conflicts, the division between rich 
and poor, and Hong Kong identity vis-à-vis an “estranged” motherland. These 
people have brought new concepts, new strengths and new professionalism to Hong 
Kong film industry.82 So people called them and their films collectively as the Hong 
Kong New Wave. Although declined with the signing of the Sino-British Joint 
Declaration in 1984 due to both internal and external factors, the Hong Kong New 
Wave has elevated the overall quality of Hong Kong film industry to  its prosperity 
since the late 1970s. 83 More importantly, it has enhanced the importance of local 
                                               
81 Zhuo, Botang. Xianggang Xinlangchao Dianying = Hong Kong New Wave Cinema. Shanghai: Fu dan daxue chubanshe, 
2011. 
82 Ibid. 
83 The Sino–British Joint Declaration is an international treaty signed between the United Kingdom of Great Britain and 
Northern Ireland and the People's Republic of China on 19 December 1984 in Beijing. The Declaration stipulates the 
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culture, including architecture, and has emphasized the relationship between Hong 
Kong's identity and specific cultural content shaped by culture. 
In 1978, the Hong Kong Film Culture Centre was established.84 Two years later, with 
the wide spread of Lion Rock Spirit in 1970s and Hong Kong New Wave, Cantonese 
films has occupied almost the entire Hong Kong market. The film Fung gip (1979) 
was generated under this environment. At this time, the world was also entering an 
era of modernization. Therefore, under the joint impacts both of modernization and 
the Hong Kong New Wave, local films have entered the stage to contemplate the 
relationship between urban renewal and traditional buildings represented by Tong 
lau. 
Therefore, Tong lau and the streets it has occupied that entered the 1980s have 
become “the others” that modern Hong Kong in local films could never get avoid 
off. It has crossed the excess of modern rational order and beyond people’s 
acceptance of a well-organized modern society. There was a large amount of newly 
constructed residential buildings, which has provided citizens with better living 
conditions due to urban renewal during the 1980s. However, it was not the time 
when public awareness of preservation has arisen. So, the shabby Tong lau has no 
value in the eyes of the public. 
To follow this trend, local films tended to be violent or even created an urban space 
where people and ghosts coexist. And Tong lau was a perfect container. Then, the 
                                               
sovereign and administrative arrangement of then-British Hong Kong after 1 July 1997, when the lease of the New 
Territories was set to expire according to the Convention for the Extension of Hong Kong Territory. 
84 Zhuo, Botang. Xianggang Xinlangchao Dianying = Hong Kong New Wave Cinema. Shanghai: Fu dan daxue chubanshe, 
2011. 
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meaning Tong lau referred to has also been expanded, deepened, and refined to 
individuals in urban development. Relations between buildings and the city then 
has become a metaphor to refer to more diverse social topics. Therefore, the time has 
given Tong lau more significance and value. 
3.1.1 Enrichment of Tong lau’s Significance and Age Value 
With realistic expression style, the director Ann Hui has filmed Fung gip based on 
real life.85 The storyline was based on the murder of a couple whose defaced and 
mutilated bodies were found on a deserted hillside frequented by monkeys. Ann 
Hui adapted real events into urban legends, and Tong lau buildings in Hong Kong 
have always been places where similar urban legends occurred. Therefore, the story 
could be dissociated between reality and illusion, making the movie story more 
convincing. 
3.1.1.1 Significance 
Different from the Poverty film series, the space in Fung gip can be divided into three 
types: Tong lau in Sai Wan, the mountain, and institutional spaces symbolizing 
modern cities such as hospitals and police stations (Fig. 3-1). The film started in an 
                                               
85 笑皇⼦, “《瘋劫》—— ⼀睹⾹港電影的⿈⾦時代 | ZA 誌,” accessed April 19, 2020 
Figure 3-1 (from left to right) Tong lau in Sai Wan, See the Fung gip (5:44), screenshot by the author; the mountain where 
died body were found, See the Fung gip (15:34), screenshot by the author; Hospital, See the Fung gip (17:00), screenshot by 
the author 
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old Tong lau located in Yu Lok Lane, Sai Wan, where is the home of Yuen (by Angie 
Chiu) and her grandmother. The story is about a man and a woman who died in a 
nearby mountain. The male was Yuen ’s boyfriend Si-cheuk. The female was initially 
mistaken for Yuen, so Yuen ’s friend Jeng-ming (by Syvia Chang) went around to 
investigate the truth. Then, Jeng-ming walked in modern institutional spaces such as 
bright, neat, but extremely indifferent hospitals, morgues, and police stations to 
collect evidence (Fig. 3-2, left). The contrast of the space reflects the Tong lau blocks 
as a place where women are trapped, and at the same time, it is where the tradition 
is gradually declining. (Fig. 3-2, right) 
The decline of tradition represented the weakening state of the old order space in 
Hong Kong society that was stepping into modernity, and this condition has 
brought local residents a sense of disorientation in thinking about society and 
individual identity. Tong lau, as a typical representative of vernacular residential 
space, was in an awkward situation in the high-rise buildings that the city was 
under rapidly construction. From 1970s to 1980s, Hong Kong city began to 
modernize, and often being presented in films by the emergence of bright 
institutional and standard commercial spaces. This trend has continued, when the 
Tong lau complex around Yu Lok lane, where the major Tong lau buildings shot in 
the film Fung gip, was demolished in 2010 and replaced by a high-rise residential 
Figure 3-2 (from left to right) In the hospital, the doctor is performing an autopsy. See the Fung gip, (Time), screenshot by 
the author; After Yuen died, her grandmother lived alone in the old Tong lau, See the Fung gip, (Time), screenshot by the 
author 
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building complex project call NOVA.86 Before the renovation project took place, 
these old vernacular buildings were already surrounded by high-rise buildings in 
2005(Fig. 3-3). In other words, Ann Hui 
has already expressed the concern in 
facing the threat of urbanization with 
traditional buildings in her film. However, 
it has not received enough attention from 
the authorities. Besides, local people still 
suffered from insecurity and homeless, 
even though they believed that the better quality of life brought about by urban 
renewal could provide them with more security. Furthermore, this feeling was 
injected into vernacular space where the buildings were under threat of 
deterioration.  
Thus, these old and ghostly Tong lau buildings and streets have composed a city 
image and often appeared in films to represent the weakness of traditional space. It 
has become the boundary in the evolution of modern Hong Kong. To widen this 
contrast and promote the value that 
cherished by contemporary society, urban 
landmarks that symbolized Hong Kong's 
modernity, such as the commercial 
buildings in Central and Causeway Bay 
(Fig. 3-4), were surrounding pre-war Tong 
                                               
86 Richitt, “星鑽 | THE NOVA - 中海外與市建局的⾹港西營盤分層住宅項⽬,” 覓至房 (blog), January 5, 2019, 
https://www.richitt.com/星鑽-thenova/. 
Figure 3-3 Aerial view of redevelopment project plan at 
Yu Lok Lane and First Street, 
https://www.ura.org.hk/tc/media/press-release/20051202 
Figure 3-4 The city has been occupied by densely packed 
tall buildings. Picture shows the original Tong lau building 
area currently has already replaced by high-rise buildings. 
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lau buildings. Modern urban space was looking to expand to its surrounding "Tong 
lau Forest," which has drawn a stark spatial contrast.87 
In Fung gip, by creating conflicts and contradictions, the film emphasized the 
significance of Tong lau as a representative of vernacular building, which serves for 
the ordinary people. It was not only reflected in the intimate neighborhood relations 
created by its spatial characteristics, such as the usual communication of neighbors 
in the film (Fig. 3-5). The film also treats Tong lau as the others in the modern city by 
continually emphasizing the boundary attributes representing identity and is also 
expressing the marginalization trend of traditional culture in Hong Kong.    
David Harvey once claimed that modernity comes from a rupture and break, which 
represents a departure from the past.88 As a growth machine of capitalism, cities 
transform the symbolic value and use value of land into commodities of exchange 
value. Economic value became the center and neglected lands’ symbolic and use 
value, or turn them into commodities with exchange value. In significant ways, this 
cinematic history bears witness to a critical juncture in Hong Kong's recent history: 
                                               
87 Iam Chong IP, “中⼼與邊緣的辯證 :  由八⼗年代⾹港電影談起,” HKinema 21 (January 1, 2013): 12–17. 
88 In particular, he criticizes claims that a radical rupture and break in history in 1848 in the spheres of politics, economy, 
culture, urban design, and everyday life occurred in France and constituted a new epoch of modernity. 
Harvey, David. Paris, Capital of Modernity. New York, NY: Routledge, 2006. 
Figure 3-5 Daily talks between neighbors. See the Fung gip, (Time), screenshot by the author 
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rapid urbanization that radically redrew the physical and socio-cultural contours of 
the territory; the emergence of an indigenous middle-class elite, newly aware and 
confident of itself and oriented mainly to local issues and concerns.  
Therefore, Fung gip has endowed Tong lau with a role, which stands for vernacular 
architecture and confronts modernity in the process of the urban landscape that 
constitutes modern society. Its importance is to inspire locals to contemplate how to 
treat this confrontational relationship and how to face the crisis of vernacular 
building brought about by modernity after "rupture and break." These issues are 
related to the core issue of historic preservation, that is, in the process, what value is 
worth being preserved and how to preserve it. 
3.1.1.2 Age Value 
The narrative of Tong lau's space in Fung gip mostly creates a decaying atmosphere 
(Fig. 3-6, left). Although it was primarily dominated by the theme, as a place where 
women were trapped, Tong lau was also the place where tradition is waning. The 
spatial order it represents reflects the restricted behaviors of women represented by 
Yuen. For example, relatives and Yuen's grandmother appeared at the beginning to 
constantly ask Yuen about her marriage to emphasize her woman identity (Fig. 3-6, 
Figure 3-6  (from left to right) Tong lau were too old to retain, and they were being replaced by new buildings. See the Fung 
gip, (2:40), screenshot by the author Yuen's grandmother was asking her about marriage, See the Fung gip, (2:53), screenshot 
by the author 
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right); Yuen failed to get out of the space so that she was unable to embrace modern 
life. Instead, she was involved in Zhuo's triangle relationship with another woman 
and even had a murder.  
Vernacular buildings represented by Tong lau also faced a similar dilemma faced by 
Yuen. As mentioned above, such confrontation also emphasized the aesthetic value 
of the Tong lau as a representative of vernacular buildings facing demolition.  
It is a ruin aesthetic, reflected in the dilapidated and messy buildings. 
Simultaneously, it is alive accompanied by the chaos that happened in those 
buildings. For example, the Tong lau space that appeared in the film all had a 
dilapidated look (Fig. 3-7, left). At the same time, the film depicted public living 
conditions of Hong Kong society in the 70s and 80s. After Yuen was mistakenly 
recognized as deceased, her family members held a memorial service for her at 
home (Fig. 3-7, right). The film presented the order under the shelter of faith and 
religion, but this order has shown a strong sense of powerlessness against the 
background of the ruined Tong lau. Moreover, the lively atmosphere has also been 
Figure 3-7 (from left to right) the reaction of the neighborhood downstairs shows the close relations of neighbors nearby, 
See the Fung gip, (20:00-22:25), screenshot by the author 
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captured in a follow-up lens that showed the reaction of the neighborhood 
downstairs (Fig. 3-8). The director, Ann Hui has mentioned in an interview about the 
harmonious neighborhood relationship in Yu Lok Lane, the filming location. She 
also talked about the landowner who lent them Tong lau apartment to shoot the film 
moved to relatives' houses for this purpose, and the supportive neighbors around. 
The most significant advantage of this film is that it has built an atmosphere with the 
help of vision and sound. And the atmosphere showed a gradual disintegration of 
Tong lau as vernacular buildings facing the impact of the rapid urban 
modernization. Therefore, it allows the audience to empathize and contemplate the 
memory left by the times, even if they are not familiar with Hong Kong history. 
Therefore, the film helped to construct the public's aesthetic perception of Tong lau 
buildings in the late 1980s. 
3.1.2 Change in Perception towards Yu Lok Lane’s Tong lau shot in 
Fung gip 
Tong lau has become an indispensable part of the discussion of social identity in 
local films. Such cognition was also passed on among Hong Kong directors. Ann 
Hui later appeared as a teacher in the 2010 film Echoes of the rainbow. Alex Law, 
director of the film Echoes of the rainbow, also mentioned Ann Hui's influence on 
Figure 3-8 The entrance of Yuen’s apartment, See the Fung gip, (35:41), screenshot by the author; After Yuen died, her 
family held a memorial service for her at home, See the Fung gip, (19:21), screenshot by the author 
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himself in an interview. He said that Ann is almost his teacher. He became her 
deputy director when he first joined this profession. Alex described Ann as someone 
who knew him. "We all experienced the 1960s and 1970s, and we all resonated with 
the handling of many film plots." 89 
For the public, the establishment of historic preservation awareness is a gradual 
process. At the initial stage, the public needs to have a consensus on basic concepts 
and reach empathy emotionally at the same time. As for the status quo of rapid 
occupation of urban space in the face of modernization in the 1970s, the thinking of 
history, tradition, and local identity in the film has a critical role in inspiring the 
public to cultivate a primary awareness of building preservation. Unlike the Poverty 
film series in the 1960s, which was still confined to the "spiritual" mutual-aid 
behaviors of life dilemmas, the impact of urban changes on individuals in the films 
of the 1980s began to touch on public issues such as social identity that are prone to 
empathy. As the only vernacular residential building type in Hong Kong, Tong lau 
helps inspire and cultivate the public's understanding of building preservation and 
gradually generating empathy and urgency through local films. 
                                               
89 专访张婉婷罗启锐：错失⾦像最佳提名不遗憾_⽹易娱乐, accessed April 19, 2020，
http://ent.163.com/10/0413/21/646AD3QL00034ADK.html. 
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As mentioned above, the Tong lau buildings area in Yu Lok Lane (Fig. 3-9), where 
Fung gip filmed in 1979, except for two buildings built before WWII, were all 
included in the city renewal plan released by Urban Renewal Authority (URA) in 
2005.90 Unlike Wing Lee Street, which was preserved largely due to the film Echoes of 
the rainbow’s success, the significance of Yu Lok Lane was more cherished by 
filmmakers and local residents. Many people have expressed their dissatisfaction 
with the renovation plan on the Internet, and oftentimes they mentioned Fung gip, 
and emphasized that the neighborhood culture depicted in the film was no longer 
there (Fig. 3-10). Ronald, a resident who lives in Yu Lok Lane used to complain that 
the reconstructed public space exists with no connection to the community.91 
                                               
90 URA’s First Street/ Yu Lok Lane and Centre Street Redevelopment Project. https://www.ura.org.hk/tc/media/press-
release/20051202 
91 陳嘉敏, “公共空間與庶民⽣活的連結──以重奪餘樂⾥公共空間為例,” accessed May 1, 2020, 
https://www.ln.edu.hk/mcsln/58th_issue/criticism_02.shtml. 
Figure 3-10 (from left to right) Tong lau buildings before renovation, Appledaily, the only two preserved Tong lau at Yu 
Lok Lane, URA Government, the Nova high-rise building, https://www.richitt.com/星鑽-thenova/ 
Figure 3-9 Tong lau and Yu Lok Lane that have been demolished, 2009, Photo from 
http://weshare.hk/mozmolj/articles/1799814  
 62 
Nevertheless, a large real estate project called the Nova was completed in 2016 (Fig. 
3-9, right). Although public space design was included in the renovation plan, 
according to the neighborhood, these public spaces were like private territories 
attached to the mansion without any connection to the community (Fig. 3-11). 
Therefore, the residents organized a community called No. 1 Yu Lok Lane.92 They 
gathered to discuss what a public space should be like after the Nova was 
completed, and held activities such as naming the public space to reclaim its original 
neighborhood culture (Fig. 3-12). 
In addition, the community named Sai Wan Concern Group has also posted film 
introduction of Fung gip on Facebook to call the public’s attention to historic 
preservation,93 and they also held ghost group activities (Fig. 3-12), member Jude 
said, "The ghost story is just a name. In fact, we want to talk about the past and 
present life of a district. The group not only talked about ghosts, residents regarded 
the real estate developer who bought the building as a big ghost and demolished 
many buildings in the community, and these buildings also turned into ghosts of 
death and became the ghosts of the community. We hope to use this as an example 
                                               
92 The core team member of Yule No. 1 had about 10 people, composed of members from SaiWanConcern group and local 
residents from Zhengjie Street Workshops 
93 “城西關注組,” accessed May 1, 2020, https://www.facebook.com/saiwanconcern/posts/432035540301311. 
Figure 3-11 (from left to right) renovation plan, http://www.thenova.hk/tc/#intro; Community seldom used the renovated 
public space,  photo from Jiamin Chen 
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to tell the urban legend, namely, the city ghost." Therefore, the lost identity ghost in 
Fung gip was similar to the ghosts described by the community, and they all 
represented respect for local tradition and history. Meanwhile, it also shows that the 
public's awareness of architecture and cultural preservation, such as how to 
implement specific actions, is gradually being enriched and refined. 
3.2  Merry-go-round (2010) 
By the 21st century, the film that continued a theme similar to Fung gip's view of 
traditional threats is Merry-go-round (2010). This film, which was invested in and 
produced by Tung Wah Group of Hospitals, tells a story of two generations by 
looking for their hometown to define what is JIA (家;family),94 and where they 
belong to.95 In Merry-go-round, the inverse relationship between traditional 
industries and real estate hegemony was an essential factor that guided the story. 
Compared with Fung gip, Merry-go-round more directly reflected the current 
situation of Hong Kong's traditional culture being threatened by capitalism. The 
contradiction between Allen, the young shop owner, and his aunt Eva, who has run 
                                               
94 Jia in the film Merry-go-round refers to multiple levels including family, home, hometown and home country. 
95 The Tung Wah Group of Hospitals, with a history dating back to 1870, is the oldest and largest charitable organisation in 
Hong Kong. It provides extensive education and community services through 194 service centres spread across Hong Kong. 
Figure 3-12 (from left to right) Neighbors held activities to name a small playground as Yau Yu Garden, www.hk01.com, 
community activities, “the city ghost” by sharing urban legend stories, local people were participating re-presenting and re-
using their public spa 
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a Chinese medicine shop in Los Angeles, flew back to Hong Kong specifically to 
persuade him to change his decision to sell out the Tong lau building. The 
traditional industry was represented as a Chinese Medicine Store in this film, 
Fuyuan (福原號) (Fig. 3-13, left), a Tong lau located in Sheung Wan, Hong Kong. In 
reality, the building is Yuen Kut Lam's (源吉林), a herbal tea shop (Fig. 3-13, right). 96 
3.2.1  Restatement of Tong lau’s Original Function 
Prof. Lee noted the "commercial and residential mixed-use" as one of the attributes 
of this typology in the definition given by the study of pre-WWII Tong Lau.97 This 
applies to similar buildings in both South China and Southeast Asia. However, in 
Hong Kong, this kind of Tong lau, which still has similar functions and has been 
well preserved, is scarce. Therefore, the existence of Yuen Kut Lam itself is an 
endorsement of the functionality in the historical value of Tong lau.  
                                               
96 Combining 28 Chinese herbs, these tea bags cure flu, indigestion, heat strokes and tipsiness, making them a household 
essential. Steep teabag in water and take 1-3 sachets per day. 
97 Lee, Ho-yin. 2010. Pre-war Tong lau: a Hong Kong shophouse typology. [Hong Kong]: [Faculty of Architecture, 
University of Hong Kong]. 
Figure 3-13 (from left to right) Allen, Eva’s nephew, stood on the balcony of Fuyuan, See the Merry-go-round, (12:07), 
screenshot by the author; the interior of original Tong lau, Yuen Kut Lam’s, Photo by Zhongkun Wu 
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In Merry-go-round, herbal tea was replaced with Chinese medicine. The mixed-use of 
commercial and residential spaces can also be seen everywhere in the film (Fig. 4-
14). This state of career and life been integrated spatially and emotionally, which 
was not familiar to most young generations in contemporary life. Therefore, with the 
help of the film, the audience could get a glimpse of Hong Kong's early lifestyle and 
understand how this lifestyle could be able to pass down through the years. The film 
provided the audience with a possibility to choose to stick to the traditional attitude 
towards life in the face of capital invasion, and the rapid development of modern 
society, which was also the intention of the director, Yan. She hoped through the 
film to convey the support and affirmation for the preservation of vernacular 
buildings and adhere to the traditional industry. In the film, Eva decided to leave 
Figure 3-14 (from upside down, left to right) The commercial space on the ground floor was also used for dining hall, See 
the Merry-go-round, (26:22), screenshot by the author; From the living room to the kitchen on the second floor, See the 
Merry-go-round, (27:01), screenshot by the author; The commercial space, See the Merry-go-round, (1:07:38), screenshot 
by the author; Allen Looks down from  second floor, See the Merry-go-round, (41:56), screenshot by the author; the 
commercial space looking through grille from second floor, See the Merry-go-round, (41:32  ), screenshot by the author; the 
living room on the second floor, See the Merry-go-round, (41:15), screenshot by the author 
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San Francisco, where she had lived for decades, and return to Hong Kong to prevent 
his nephew from selling the shop. And the fate of Chinese medicine and Tong lau 
building were combined. The two complements each other.   
Eventually, his nephew, who was determined to sell the shop, also changed his 
mind and began to pick up his craft again and join the elders to run the Fuyuan (Fig. 
3-15, left). The "lunch break" sign in the ending shot was more like an oath (Fig. 3-15, 
right). It was the director's emotional identification and support expressed in the 
film. It is the director's endorsement and blessing of the nephew's decision, which is 
destined to be full of difficulties in preserving traditional architecture and career. 
Merry-go-round has deepened the contemplation of Tong lau by offering a new 
perspective. It has raised the question of whether the mixed-use function could be 
reapplied widely. It enabled a new generation to realize the importance of historical 
and cultural heritage and the significance of traditional culture represented by the 
Tong lau and Chinese medicine industry for sustaining urban context, preserving 
local culture, and affirming social identity. They had no idea of poverty or life 
experience under the colonial government. Therefore, the problem they faced with 
was more about how to deal with the contradiction between the material and the 
spiritual entrustment in modern society, which was surrounded by capital and 
Figure 3-15 (from left to right) After reconciling with Eva, Allen regained his craft and participated in the business of 
operating a Chinese medicine store, See the Merry-go-round, (1:11:03), screenshot by the author; The "lunch time" on the 
wooden sign indicates that the Chinese medicine store will continue to operate, See the Merry-go-round, (1:59:10), 
screenshot by the author 
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economic interests. For Allen, nephew of Eva and the house owner, the value of 
outdated traditional Chinese medicine shop and dilapidated tenement building was 
far lower than the economic benefits of this land. 
Moreover, selling the building can also make him completely get rid of the Chinese 
medicine industry that he does not like and remove the mental burden brought by 
his family. At this time, the threat that Tong lau faced was not directly from the 
ruthless developer, but instead was the house owner, Allen. This is also the situation 
faced by most private owners in reality. That is, they do not recognize Tong lau's 
value, so they are more willing to choose to sell the land or demolition original Tong 
lau replaced by some other high-rise buildings.98  
It can be seen from the film that Allen representing the capital market, and Eva 
representing tradition have an inseparable family bond. In other words, the 
problems faced by building preservation are more comprehensive and sophisticated. 
The balance and conflict between the identities of stakeholders and the interests they 
represent may affect their final decision. Furthermore, one of the solutions to 
improve this situation comes from education, through multiple ways to let the 
public realize the significance and value of historical preservation, thus changing 
their perception and influencing their decision making. Similar to Fung gip, Merry-
go-round also presented the reality that the capital market is eroding tradition in 
modern society. However, it also provided a possible solution to change young 
people's recognition of the tradition represented by Tong lau and Chinese medicine. 
The film has also provided a new perspective for the rapidly modernizing Hong 
                                               
98 “要業主講良⼼「如等神蹟」,” Apple Daily 蘋果⽇報, accessed May 1, 2020, 
https://hk.news.appledaily.com/local/daily/article/20190603/20694249. 
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Kong, which by changing the young generation's perception of traditional industries 
to protect local culture.  In a large number of movie reviews, audiences have 
reflected their concerns about traditional culture. At the same time, the location of 
the filming Yuen Kut lam’s, the herbal tea shop, has become more widely known 
because of the film. The recommendation information about the store on the Internet 
also usually mentions that it was used as the location for the film Merry-go-round. 
More importantly, Dr. Lee Ho Yin has formally proposed to the Antiquities and 
Monuments Office in 2017 to grade this building built in 1889.99 In this way, Tong 
lau has find a way to survive in today's gradually modernized society, yet it could 
retain its original function and be recognized and used by the public. 
3.2.2 Identity Enhancement 
Moreover, Merry-go-round has also put forward the call of the new generation as the 
main force of the society for the protection of traditional culture contains both of 
industries and the building. The film Merry-go-round has referred to an old saying 
from Chinese medicine called “痛則不通，通則不痛”, which considers human body 
as a circulation, if there is traffic jam, then your body stop working and you feel 
pain, vice versa. The intention was to point out the urgent needs of Hong Kong 
people for identity, but the traditional culture is facing the crisis of extinction. In the 
film, the traditional Chinese medicine shop faced the threat of closure, just like the 
traffic jam in the body circulation, which requires the young generation to take 
responsibility. According to the online posts, the charm of traditional culture has 
                                               
99 陳⾃穎, “屹⽴ 128 年 源吉林或成全港唯⼀狀況最佳⾸代唐樓 古諮會擬評級｜⾹港 01｜社會新聞,” ⾹港 01, 
June 2017. 
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attracted a large number of audiences under the director's strict requirements for 
framing. They have all expressed similar experience when watching those beautiful 
scenes in the film, a fascination of Hong Kong's traditional culture has stimulated 
them to realize the importance to protect their traditional culture, which refers to the 
definition of "Jia" mentioned above. And some of them has felt a sense of security 
when characters choose to go back to “Jia”. Like Eva chose to return to Hong Kong 
from the United States, and Allen chose to inherit the traditional Chinese medicine 
shop business.  Moreover, the inheritance of this spirit allowed them to regain their 
courage and calm attitude towards life.100 
Clement Cheng, another director of Merry-go-round, mentioned in his filming 
experience that he once studied under Ann Hui, the director of Fung gip. In the 
interview, he mentioned, "My family emigrated to Canada when I was 11 years old. I 
returned to Hong Kong for vacation in 1997 and saw the news that Hong Kong was 
going to set up a Film Choreography Training Class. The mentors included Wong 
Kar-wai, Peter Chan, Ann Hui, Chi-Ngai Lee and others. I immediately called my 
parents and said I would not go back to Canada”. Also, one of the guest actors 
Denise Ho also posted a photo of her work taken in Tong lau on the Internet, and 
                                               
100 “《东风破》观后感 10 篇-55 ⽂学⽹,” accessed May 1, 2020, https://www.55wenxue.com/9999/1658916.html. Ryan, 
“《東風破》：幕前幕後各⾃各精彩,” 講。鏟。⽚, November 10, 2010, https://www.hkfilmblog.com/archives/6541.  
“2010 年，⾹港電影中的世代破牆,” accessed December 16, 2019, http://www.filmcritics.org.hk/film-review. “Film 
Review of Merry-Go-Round,” accessed May 1, 2020, https://movie.douban.com/subject/4739986/reviews?start=20. “歲⽉在
牆上剝落 －《東風破》,” accessed December 16, 2019, http://www.filmcritics.org.hk/film-review. Wendy Wing Lam 
Chan, “由電影回到、重塑過去 —《歲⽉神偷》《東風破》與《72 家租客》的記憶場所,” accessed December 17, 2019 
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also mentioned that the filming allowed her to understand Yuen Kut lam ’s and feel 
the charm of traditional culture and architecture (Fig. 3-16).101 
Thus, in the process of depicting the local culture, the film Merry-go-round has 
created a new narrative of identification, which has become a collective memory 
among Hong Kong immigrants along with different generations. It mainly related to 
the perception and choice of “Jia.” The film intended to express how, under the 
prevailing conditions of the capitalist society, the construction and traditional 
industries can help people find a sense of belonging from their history and tradition.  
                                               
101 Denise Ho, “東風破 Part 1,” HOCC-GOOBLOG (blog), February 12, 2010, https://goomusic.com.hk/?p=317. 
Figure 3-16 (from left to right) Denise Ho and film director Yan Yan Mak; Denise stood on the street in front of Yuen Kut 
Lam’s; Interior of the Yuen Kut Lam’s,2010, Photos from Denise Ho  
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Chapter 4 Nostalgia films 
In this chapter, local films are involved in Tong lau’s preservation process more 
actively. This chapter focuses on the analysis of the film Echoes of the rainbow (2010, 
See Poster 3), including how Tong lau and related urban space were shot in the film, 
and more importantly, how the impact on the film affected not only Tong lau’s 
preservation, but also the city’s preservation development. It is worth noting that the 
background of Echoes of the rainbow was of in the same period compared to films 
selected in Chapter 2. However, due to the different shooting time, the characteristics 
of Tong lau presented in films are also different. Therefore, how films recaptured 
past to valorize building from a different perspective will also be mentioned, in 
order to explain how this change in attitude in the film affects the formulation of 
specific measures for Tong lau preservation (See Table 8). 
 
Table 6 Historical Context of Type 3 films, illustrated by the author, 2020 
After the 1990s, Hong Kong's economic development has experienced a slump due 
to a general feeling of insecurity of Hong Kong society and the impact of the Asian 
financial crisis. In this environment, coupled with many problems of Hong Kong 
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film itself, the film industry has experienced an unprecedented downturn. Both of 
the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) Government and 
filmmakers were actively searching for solutions to save the local film market. In the 
Hong Kong film industry model, the traditional large-scale manufacturer system 
and cinema marketing model have all died. In addition to co-production with the 
mainland, a variety of new industrial models with distinctive characteristics have 
emerged, such as industrial restructuring and joint new media industries industry. 
While the film industry tending to be personalized, its aesthetic level also showed a 
stylized feature. The film industry has broken through the production line of 
commercial type film production during the prosperous period. And this 
phenomenon indicates that Hong Kong film has entered a new stage.  
4.1 Echoes of the rainbow (2010) 
The film Echoes of the rainbow, set mainly on Wing Lee Street, won the Crystal Bear 
award at the Berlin Film Festival on February 21, 2010. As a result, 3 out of 12 Tong 
lau at Wing Lee Street were preserved by Urban Renewal Authority due to the desire 
from the public.  
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4.1.1 History of Wing Lee Street 
Wing Lee Street is located in the southern part of Sheung Wan, Hong Kong Island 
(Fig. 4-1). It has a total length 
of 0.2 km and located 
between the Shing Wong 
Street and Ladder Street. 
There are 12 Tong lau 
buildings set on south of the 
street facing north where a 
group of high-rise buildings is located in a certain distance. These 12 Tong lau were 
almost rebuilt during the 1950s after a serious demolishment due to WWII (Fig. 4-2). 
Moreover, with no vehicular access and only one entrance on the east, Wing Lee 
Street has generated a linear public space for community, which is rare in such a 
high-density city. Thus, the unique terrace becomes one characteristic of Wing Lee 
Street, serving as an informal space for social gathering and interactions.  
Sheung Wan, the area where Wing Lee Street is located, is one of the earliest areas 
Figure 4-1  Location of Wing Lee Street, Source: Centamap.com, 2013 
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settled by the British. The urban renewal development area in question (known as 
H19 Project) lies within the boundaries of Bridges Street, Staunton Street, Aberdeen 
Street, and Wing Lee Street. The site covers a total area of 3,500 m square meters. 
There are 24 dilapidated buildings constructed after World War II, when buildings 
had been seriously damaged. And the area involves 130 households and 72 property 
rights holders.102 
In 1998, the Land Development Corporation, predecessor of Urban Renewal 
Authority (URA), announced the H19 project.103 The project intended to cooperate 
with private developer, which was later in 1999, successfully bid by Henderson Land 
Development Company Limited. In 2000, the Urban Renewal Authority (URA) 
replaced the Land Development Corporation and had a different urban 
redevelopment strategy. However, the project was stalled for more than a decade 
because a private developer filed a law suit against Town Planning Board (TPB) to 
                                               
102 Lin, F. [林丰雯]. (2014). News media interpretation on heritage rehabilitation and public perception : a case study of 
Wing Lee Street. (Thesis). University of Hong Kong, Pokfulam, Hong Kong SAR. 
103 Pan, Steve, and Chris Ryan. “Film-Induced Heritage Site Conservation: The Case of Echoes of the Rainbow.” Journal of 
Hospitality & Tourism Research 37, no. 1 (February 2013): 125–50. doi:10.1177/1096348011425497. 
Figure 4-2 (from left to right) Wing Lee Street, 1992, Photo by Gao Tianqiang; Wing Lee Street, 2020, Photo by the author 
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have its construction site excluded from Project H19. Until 2007, TPB agreed to 
exclude the construction site in dispute after the Appeal Court ruled in favor of the 
private developer. As a result, the project lost 19% of the original area104. Moreover, 
other local property owners also began to request to exclude their properties from 
H19. Therefore, conservation groups and professionals including professors of local 
universities joined forces to question URA’s plan to build a high-rise residential and 
shopping complex in the area to compensate the land lose.  
In 2008, Urban Renewal Authority (URA) accommodated some of the requests from 
the community and conservation groups by proposing low density development 
and conserving three Tong lau on Wing Lee Street but remained defiant on the 
proposal of total conservation of Wing Lee Street. For this plan received 1,512 
objections during the public consultation.105 Then the Urban Renewal Authority 
(URA) modified the plan: the terrace characteristics on Wing Lee Street would be 
maintained by preserving three Tong lau and reconstructing new low-rise buildings 
at No.4-9 Wing Lee Street with similar typology, height and scale to the existing 
buildings on the terrace. This proposal still did not satisfy most of the affected 
residents. Furthermore, many original residents did not want to leave. Even though 
the plot ratio was promised to reduce from 4.5 to 3.9, the proposal also failed with 
820 objections. 106 





4.1.2 Influence after Award on Tong lau’s Preservation on Wing Lee 
Street 
The tug of war persisted until the film Echoes of the rainbow won the Crystal Bear 
award at the Berlin Film Festival on February 21, 2010.107 The film was first released 
in Hong Kong on March 11, and it received a box office of 4.7 million Hong Kong 
dollars in four days.108 It defeated films including Alice in Wonderland and Shutter 
Island that were released in the same period in Hong Kong. 109  As of May 2, 2010, the 
cumulative box office in Hong Kong has exceeded 23 million Hong Kong dollars, 
while breaking into the mainland to harvest 15 million box office. In the same year, 
the Hong Kong Film Producers Association decided to recommend Echoes of the 
rainbow to the American Film Academy to represent the Hong Kong region in the 
83rd Oscar Foreign Language Film Competition. The success of the film has had a 
major impact on the Tong lau preservation in several ways. 
4.1.2.1 Enrichment of Social Significance 
The impact of the award advances the protection of Wing Lee Street. In addition, the 
filming content also expands the value of the Tong lau buildings. The film shaped a 
nostalgia story to fulfill the public’s desire of collective memory. This very resonant 
theme, in the short term, as mentioned above, promptly aroused public awareness of 
                                               
107 “Berlinale 2010: Crystal Bears and Deutsches Kinderhilfswerk Awards in Generation Kplus,” accessed April 8, 2020, 
https://www.berlinale.de/en/archive/jahresarchive/2010/08_pressemitteilungen_2010/08_pressemitteilungen_2010-
detail_5933.html. 
108 “《岁⽉神偷》⾹港⼤热 票房收入超《拆弹部队》_影⾳娱乐_新浪⽹,” accessed April 8, 2020, 
http://ent.sina.com.cn/m/c/2010-03-17/15232900152.shtml. 
109 Alice in Wonderland is a 2010 American dark fantasy adventure film directed by Tim Burton from a screenplay written 
by Linda Woolverton; Shutter Island is a 2010 American neo-noir psychological thriller film directed by Martin Scorsese 
and written by Laeta Kalogridis, based on Dennis Lehane's 2003 novel of the same name. 
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Tong lau’s preservation in time, so that their participation successfully prevented 
Wing Lee Street from being completely demolished. In the long run, the film also 
stimulates the public to think about how to preserve and why Tong lau should be 
preserved, which needs to be traced back to the content of the film and the plot of 
the space description in the film. In other words, the film portrays an imaginary 
"collective memory" that does not actually exist by shaping the plot and space. And 
public feedback on this has restructured the framework for the importance and 
value analysis of Tong lau buildings. 
Unlike Taps off, down stairs! setting up its background on current social reality, Echoes 
of the rainbow, shot in 2010, is a story that thoroughly represented the past. It told the 
story of a shoemaker’s family in the 1960s through the eyes of his youngest son, Law 
Chun-yi. As featured in the film, it was a time where everything was in short supply, 
and the neighbors knew and helped each other to support their families. Adapted 
from director Alex Law's childhood experience, the audience could enter the story 
through Law Chun-yi's perspective.  
Law has pointed his camera at Wing Lee Street, where was affected by the terrain, 
forming a semi-open hallway space with a strong sense of belonging to roadside 
Tong lau buildings. When talking about city's original renovation plan, a professor 
at the Department of Conservation at Hong Kong University emphasized the urban 
value of Wing Lee Street, and he has pointed that redevelopment that transmits 
Tong lau into a high-rise building would have caused massive loss of quality. 
Indeed, the semi-open space with low-rise buildings would have been destroyed 
along with the unwelcoming atmosphere for the public caused by expensive 
housing. Thus, there would be less sunshine, less ventilation, less view for the 
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neighborhood, and less public accessibility, which would lead to the loss of urban 
quality. Therefore, street space plays a key role in the film, it carries multiple roles in 
terms of individual space, collective space based on family unit or close-relationship 
and public space as a unit of community.  
The film started with Chun-yat’s little brother, Chun-yi running home with a 
goldfish tank on his head (Fig. 4-3), after a documentary flashback of Hong Kong 
streets in the 1960s, Chun-yi 
turned into Wing Lee Street, 
granny sitting by the road, 
playful children, neighbors 
playing chess and teenagers 
sitting on a stump playing games. 
In the distance, the back of his 
father sitting in the room making 
shoes when a ray of sunset hit him (Fig. 4-4). All architectural elements including 
walls, floors, windows assisted by the special sound and color treatment together 
contributed to portray a peaceful atmosphere without any worries about life. 
Everyone enjoyed their life on the street. Then it came to detail with specific shops 
opened on the first floor, a harmony and relaxed atmosphere occupies the scene 
Figure 4-3 Wing Lee Street in the eyes of Chun-yi who had a goldfish 
tank on his head, See the Echoes of the rainbow, (2:41), screenshot by 
the author 
Figure 4-4 (from left to right) Neighbors’ vivid life on the street, See the Echoes of the rainbow, (2:43 ), screenshot by the 
author; From Chun-yi’ perspective to see his father making shoes at home, See the Echoes of the rainbow, (3:08 ), 
screenshot by the author 
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among family members and neighbors. From the film, we saw Chun-Yi shaved his 
head at the barber's shop opened by his uncle and played a slingshot game with his 
partners standing on the second-floor balcony. (Fig. 4-5). Thus, audience could 
understand how the space serve for individuals or a few people.  
The most prominent role of the street is working as a public living room. And eating 
for Chinese is always an important event. Therefore, Wing Lee Street, where 
residents gathering eating together, has a unique public attribute. The first scene was 
slowly moved from a distant lens of a bird view to a person's perspective (Fig. 4-6). 
In the process, viewers can see both richness and barrenness of Tong lau's facade, the 
cheap materials, and chaotic collage enable the whole facade to reveal a lively 
atmosphere, which is why Tong lau could bring out so-called "broken history with 
vitality." When zooming in, Law showed more details of how citizens interact with 
space. Among them, various sizes of tables scattered on the street, everyone around 
Figure 4-5 (from left to right) The friends standing on Tong lau’s balcony and talking with Chun-yi, See the Echoes of the 
rainbow, (8:26 ), screenshot by the author; Chun-yi at his uncle's barbershop, See the Echoes of the rainbow, (8:02), 
screenshot by the author 
Figure 4-6 (from left to right) Bird’s eye of Wing Lee Street, and the surrounding high-rise buildings were erased by 
Photoshop and replaced by Tong lau, See the Echoes of the rainbow, (21:07), screenshot by the author; A closer view of 
Tong lau and the street space of Wing Lee Street, See the Echoes of the rainbow, (16:29), screenshot by the author 
 80 
the table to eat, and children holding bowls to go through tables for their neighbors' 
food (Fig. 4-7, left). The language of "urban space" that they formed conveyed the 
"passionate" of the audience in the "warm yellow tone" given by Law's subjectivity 
(Fig. 4-7, right). Street space became dominant, and together with characters and 
urban furniture, creating a "fantasy" memory. 
Through the comprehensive expression of different functions of Wing Lee Street, 
Alex Law has shaped a Hong Kong that caters to all contemporary imaginations in 
the 1960s, but deliberately filtered out the unbearable poverty in life, which was 
fully expressed in the Poverty Films. The record of the spatial characteristics of the 
Tong lau is, more precisely, a record of the comprehensive community space formed 
by its facade and shops on the ground floor under the influence of its unique terrain. 
Alex Law made a second transformation by switching the scene and the character's 
perspective and employing contrast and color tone. This process is more like a repair 
action. It is a patchwork of personal memories that Alex Law actively chose, and it is 
also rehabilitation of architectural space from a non-professional perspective. 
Therefore, Wing Lee Street in the film is more like a miniature view in the 1960s, 
which was made for audience from the 21st century. Through it, Alex Law calls for 
the personal identity and belonging of Hong Kongers, which has been influenced by 
the 21st-century Impact of social context. Thus, age value has been expressed 
through the story of the film. 
Figure 4-7 (from left to right) Neighbors had dinner on Wing Lee Street, See the Echoes of the rainbow, (16:41), screenshot 
by the author; They were sharing food and talking, with a warm yellow tone, See the Echoes of the rainbow, (17:33), 
screenshot by the author 
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4.1.2.2 Strengthen in Age, Symbolic and Social Value to Wing Lee Street 
The age value, symbolic, and social value of Wing Lee Street as historical heritage 
are strengthened. First, Alois Rigel has emphasized age value in his description, 
“Age value refers to the changes caused by weathering and the use over time, 
including the patina of age, the lack of integrity, and the tendency to dissolve form 
and color. Age value is more comprehensive, associated even with ruins or 
fragments that would not necessarily have any specific historical value”.110 Unlike 
historical value, age value, which does not often attract people's attention, actually 
reflects the respect of buildings for time. And Wing Lee Street is a good example.  
Countless clips (Fig. 4-8) record this street and buildings, although their appearances 
have been modified, overall they maintain the shabby features, this is the trace of the 
age in the eyes of audience. Therefore, the dilapidated buildings catered to their 
                                               
110 Jokilehto, J.(1999), A History of Architectural Conservation, Butterworth-Heinemann, Oxford 
Figure 4-8 Different perspective of Wing Lee Street in the film, See the Echoes of the rainbow, (13:45/16:08/1:14:57 
/1:12:18), screenshot by the author 
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imagination. And this social consensus also benefited from the aforementioned 
Poverty film series from the 1960s. At this time, the film has provided the public 
with a virtual way of nostalgia, and at the same time gave Wing Lee Street the 
function and value of a nostalgic space, allowing public to perceive related Hong 
Kong history depicted by the Tong lau buildings through the film. Moreover, the 
film actually posed a question to everyone, that is, how to preserve age value. 
However, given the limitations of Hong Kong historic preservation development at 
that time, the final preservation measures of Wing Lee Street did not fully consider 
and manage to propose related solutions. Instead, they started with the present-day 
value described by Riegl111, focused on the use value of the building, and discussed 
how to benefit society and community through renovation.112 
Second, the film has given symbolic value to Tong lau buildings and fully enriched 
their social value. The shabby buildings and streets in the film represent the past and 
history and are nostalgia entities that can hold collective memories. This means of 
re-narrating history with the director's subjective feelings, through the records of 
Wing Lee Street and Tong lau, successfully beautified the public's collective memory 
of Hong Kong in 1960s. Considering the social background in the early 21st century, 
Hong Kong people are paying more attention to society and individual identity, 
which enabled this film to successfully hit the public's weakness. They accepted 
Law’s subjective emotions to reshape "Hong Kong in the 1960s" and took part in the 
confrontation with the government with this strong emotion. 
                                               
111 See table 4 in Appendix 
112 Jokilehto, J.(1999), A History of Architectural Conservation, Butterworth-Heinemann, Oxford 
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The "Yellow Ribbon Action" calling for the preservation of Tong lau's buildings not 
only reflected the public's efforts to protect historical buildings and endorse personal 
and social identities, but also revealed the public's dissatisfaction with the 
government's long-term inaction and low political effectiveness. Therefore, 
regardless of whether the final preservation measures are effective, the symbolic 
value of Wing Lee Street is enriched. It is no longer a nostalgia for the 1960s, but also 
a historical record of different generations participating in the preservation of Tong 
lau buildings in order to retain their collective memory. As Riegl mentioned, “It is to 
keep a moment from becoming history, to keep it perpetually alive and present in 
the consciousness of future generation.”113 Thus, the buildings were endowed with 
symbolic value. 
4.1.2.3 Public Participation on Wing Lee Street’s Preservation 
The success of the film evokes the public's awareness and attention to Tong lau 
architecture. Many people who have watched the film choose to visit this area, 
which triggered a tourist trend to visit Wing Lee Street. Tourists and the media have 
all gathered on Wing Lee Street, hoping to use their camera to record this possibly 
disappearing urban landscape, including the generation born in the 1940s and 50s, 
                                               
113 Jokilehto, J.(1999), A History of Architectural Conservation, Butterworth-Heinemann, Oxford 
Figure 4-9 The film has stimulated tourism development on Wing Lee Street, by che_tek, 
https://blog.xuite.net/che_tek/hkblog/176482996/track 
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who actually experienced the period shot in the film, and also including those born 
in the 1980s and 1990s, who hope to experience old time by visiting this street (Fig. 4-
9). As a result, Wing Lee Street has provided a nostalgic space for the public. By 
walking through street s or taking pictures, they commemorate and re-recognize the 
history of Hong Kong. 
This emotional resonance was also used by professionals who worked on 
preservation. Katty Law (Fig. 4-10), the 
convener of the Central and Western 
Concern Group, launched an appeal to 
protect Wing Lee Street, proposing “Better 
taking action than a camera to leave Wing 
Lee Street!" 114 She hoped that the public 
would speak out about their concern 
before thee Street was to be demolished. For a time, Hong Kong's conservation trend 
was on the rise. Hundreds of citizens launched the "Yellow Ribbon Action", writing 
the wish of the conservation Tong lau Group on the yellow ribbon and tying it to the 
handrails of the stairs on the street. The major newspapers, radio stations, and 
television stations have also called for Saving Wing Lee Street. During that period, 
hundreds of yellow ribbons were floating on the handrail of the staircase on the side 
of Wing Lee Street, which is quite impressive (Fig. 4-11). Finally, On March 16, 2010, 
22 days after the first news report on winning the film award was released, Zhang 
                                               
114 The Central & Western Concern Group advocates good urban planning and better heritage conservation in Hong Kong 
and is specifically involved in information- giving to the public; organizing our own community initiatives and activities; 
meeting government officials; making strongly-researched submissions to government and statutory planning authorities; 
and, initiating applications to the Town Planning Board under the provisions of the Town Planning Ordinance. 
Figure 4-10 Katty Law(right) with neighbors living on 
Wing Lee Street, Photo by Mingzhi Chen, www.hk01.com 
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Zhenyuan, the chairman of the Urban Renewal Authority (URA), announced that 
Wing Lee Street in Sheung Wan would be excluded from the reconstruction and 
applied to the Town Planning Board (TBD) as a conservation area for 
protection(H19), and Urban Renewal Authority (URA) also forwarded a total 
conservation project that was in principle supported by the TPB. 
The film has successfully triggered public participation to reform discussions on 
issues of "preserving Tong lau," thereby creating new opportunities for Hong Kong's 
architectural conservation and development. This incident also reflects how films 
successfully evoked the long-sleeping social value of Tong lau buildings through the 
act of "reconstructing spatial narrative". As Dr. Lee perceived, there was an indicator 
of social value, for people's protest towards the demolition of the Wing Lee Street 
Tong lau’. And the film acted more as a catalyst to reinforce the public's emotional 
attachment.115  
4.1.2.4 Transformation towards other Stakeholders’ Attitudes and Behavior 
The Urban Renewal Authority (URA) first removed Wing Lee Street from H19 
project and to conserve the entire row of Tong lau. To address the public’s 
aspirations, the URA took the initiative to reuse partial units (No. 5,7,8,9) of Wing 
                                               
115 Lin, F. [林丰雯]. (2014). News media interpretation on heritage rehabilitation and public perception: a case study of 
Wing Lee Street. (Thesis). University of Hong Kong, Pokfulam, Hong Kong SAR. 
Figure 4-11 Yellow Ribbon Action, Photo by ang.i, http://angi220.blogspot.com 
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Lee Street and rent those to non-profit organizations with subsidized rent.116 Not all 
units are reused because that the URA was only able to acquire around 50% 
ownership of Tong Lau buildings.117 An emergency brake made Wing Lee Street the 
only case in the dozens of urban renewal projects under the URA that could survive 
from demolition. And in 2011, URA stated that they would not turn the renovated 
flats into commercial use. In a telephone interview WANG Xue posed the question 
“Why not rent those renovated flats to the original residents?”, the URA officers 
answer was “the adaptive reuse project would benefit the society more by renting to 
non-profit organizations than giving to previous tenants”.118 However, apart from 
those four tenements, which are owned by URA, the others are still kept in their 
original deteriorated status and the preservation situation is still faced with other 
challenges.  
Tong lau's Preservation 
In the early 1990s, Hong Kong was preparing for the handover in 1997, and the wave 
of immigration has not abated. For social stability, the Hong Kong government has 
promoted a number of large-scale constructions, and urban renewal has also 
accelerated. Historic preservation has also developed significantly. However, in 
terms of public awareness, there was no demolition and reconstruction of private 
historical buildings that triggered conservation events. This reflects the public ’s lack 
of awareness of preservation. They believed that private owners have the right to 
demolish and reconstruct historical buildings they own. Until in late the 1990s, the 
                                               
116 Ibid. 
117 Ibid 
118 Wang, X. [王雪]. (2015). Adaptive reuse of heritage buildings in Hong Kong: a case study of Wing Lee Street and Lui 
Seng Chun. (Thesis). University of Hong Kong, Pokfulam, Hong Kong SAR. 
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government began to actively preserve privately owned historical buildings. From 
2000 to 2010, the preservation of historical buildings in Hong Kong has undergone 
major developments in education, policy and implementation. Different issues have 
emerged during this period. 2010 was also the year when Echoes of the rainbow was 
released in Hong Kong. It has contributed to stimulating the local development of 
building preservation, that is, related policy no longer stays in official documents, 
but is actually applied in actual projects, which have been used to optimize the 
measures through public supervision. 
The Professional Theoretical Foundation 
In 2000, in response to social needs, the University of Hong Kong was led by 
Professor David Ping-yee LUNG, and together with Dr. Lynne DiStefano and Dr. Lee 
Ho-yin, established the Master of Conservation course.119 As mentioned in Lin's 
book, “one of the important contributions of this course to the preservation of 
historical buildings in Hong Kong is the introduction of a heritage impact 
assessment mechanism. Heritage evaluation is based on research methods such as 
document records, character interviews, and field inspections, with an objective 
research attitude to understand the value of heritage in historical buildings. This 
includes an assessment of the value of history, architecture or aesthetics, society, 
community, etc., as well as the authenticity and rarity of historical buildings.”120 In 
case of reconstruction, there will be a heritage impact assessment. With the 
assessment, stakeholders can use this as a basis to decide how to make conservation 
decisions. Since the beginning, the heritage evaluation system has gradually been 
                                               




Moreover, professors guide students to carry out a lot of detailed research work on 
Hong Kong Tong lau, including field surveying and mapping, historical research, 
archive and documentation, etc., which has laid a good theoretical foundation for 
both preservation practice and adaptive reuse. Since then, both research and 
preservation work of Tong lau has gradually been formalized. Academic research is 
constantly enriched, and the practice is constantly improved to better adapt to the 
actual situation. 
4.2 Relations to other Tong lau’s Preservation 
4.2.1 Lee Tung Street Renovation 
2003 was an important watershed for the preservation of Hong Kong's historic 
buildings. At the beginning of the year, the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome 
(SARS) epidemic broke out in Hong Kong. In just a few months, 299 citizens and 
medical staff died of the disease, causing panic throughout the city and the public 
felt vulnerable121. Hong Kong people began to reflect on the meaning of life and 
questioned the value of "development priority". The previous value of money was 
replaced by the value of life. The quality of life required by the new generation has 
been transformed into a demand for sunlight and air. They hope to have a good 
                                               
121SARS, the Severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS), is a viral respiratory disease of zoonotic origin that surfaced in the 
early 2000s caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus (SARS-CoV or SARS-CoV-1), the first-identified 
strain of the SARS coronavirus species severe acute respiratory syndrome-related coronavirus (SARSr-CoV). 楊⼦琪. “尋訪
SARS 前線醫護：⼗七年後，⾹港吸取教訓了嗎︖｜2019 冠狀病毒疫情｜深度｜端傳媒 Initium Media.” Accessed 
April 21, 2020. https://theinitium.com/article/20200313-hongkong-sars-doctors-lessons/. 
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living environment and require the care of people and the preservation of 
community networks. 
In urban renewal projects, the original residents are often relocated, and several low-
density old building plots are merged into high-density residential and large-
platform shopping malls, resulting in little sunlight and poor air quality, with a 
vanished community network. People were afraid that the demolishing and 
reconstruction of the low historical buildings will only get dense high-rise buildings. 
Factors such as environmental protection, quality of life, and community networks 
have begun to be linked to the preservation of historic buildings. 
Another major change is the various administrative mismanagements of the 
government, which caused the citizens to begin to distrust the government and to 
fight for their own rights and interests. This change in mindset has become the basis 
for future conservation actions for historical buildings. 
Figure 4-12 Protests for saving Lee Tung Street, Source: H15 concern group 
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In the same year, the government's H15 urban renewal project on Lee Tung Street 
(Wedding Card Street) aroused public concern about the disappearance of traditional 
buildings. Citizens formed a concern group and launched protests against the project 
plan (Fig. 4-12). However, due to pressure from developers and other reasons, the 
conservation proposal was not adopted by the government. In 2008, singer Xie Anqi 
wrote a popular song called Wedding Card Street, and for the first 
time popularized the voice of conservation through a song (Fig. 
4-13). Two years later, the occurrence of Wing Lee Street Event 
conservation action also provided a reference model for this 
kind of value change and provided reference for the 
development of subsequent conservation actions. Although Lee 
Tung Street's reform proposal was not finally adopted by the 
government, and the street was transformed into a more 
commercial atmosphere with the strong involvement of real estate developers (Fig. 
5-15). 
 
4.2.2 30 Houses Cinema 
The spiritual immortality is a "collective memory" that can be continuously extended 
by future generations and is expressed through the case of Wing Lee Street. In 
Figure 4-13 Xie Anqi won 
the first place in Sina 
Entertainment's top ten 
songs with the song 
Wedding Card Street, 
Photo from Appledaily. 
Figure 4-14 (from left to right) Lee Tung Street before renovation, Photos by byu/-PLEASE-ELABORATE-; Lee Tung 
Street after renovation, Photos by byu/-PLEASE-ELABORATE-, Neighbors sitting on the street mixed with tourists on the 
street, Photos by team+Architecture 
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December 2018, the Concern Group held a screening of Echoes of the rainbow in Thirty 
House(〺間) living rooms to commemorate the success of the test that year, and also 
called on more Hong Kong people to participate in local buildings’ preservation (Fig. 
4-15). 
In the film, in contrast to the criticism of reality by Taps off, downstairs, Echoes of the 
rainbow rephrased the cruel reality of the era.  Moreover, the historical background of 
colonial governance has also been downplayed. For example, British soldiers could 
collect protection fees while chatting with children. In the article Zhiminwange, the 
author believes that "as Alex Law's semi-autobiography, time and space in Echoes of 
the rainbow seems to be separated from the history, and even disconnected from the 
reality." Not to mention the riots in 1967 and the prevailing trend, which advocated 
opposition to the British colonial government, that was utterly silenced. Therefore, 
from a practical perspective, the film did not reach the point of Tong lau on its 
spiritual core as a historical and architectural value of heritage. As Professor Lee 
said, the urban and social value of Wing Lee Street cannot be underestimated 
indeed. That is, under Law's "Lullaby" nostalgia (weakening the main contradictions 
of society), the main characters with their lives been pulled out, are able to convince 
Figure 4-15 Poster and photos of the event, Sources: Facebook of Central and Western Concern Group 
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a more purely rephrased interactive relationship with space.122 This precisely 
outlines local people's "collective imagination" in the 2010s to the 1960s, so that the 
film could gain a good harvest in the local market; for the same reason, the judges of 
the Berlin Film Festival did not need to worry about the redundant historical 
background effortless. 
By filming Wing Lee street, Alex Law's reconstructed his "collective memory", which 
was based on local people's collective imagination of the past glorious years under 
their "dissatisfaction" toward current society. The tension between the reality and the 
memory has successfully evoked the public's active participation in the appeal to 
protect Wing Lee Street and the surrounding Tong lau buildings. 
  
                                               
122  
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Chapter 5 Community Films 
In this chapter, Selected films are Truth or dare: 6th floor rear flat (2003, See poster 5) 
and Happiness (2016, see poster 4). Entering the 21st century, the tensions generated 
through intergenerational differences were more prominent. Tong lau, which still 
mainly serves for low- and middle-income people, has borne more difficulties in 
urban construction, so its social value are also continually being enriched. Among 
them, selected films will focus on the elderly and young people (See Table 9).  
Table 7 Historical Context of Type 4 films, illustrated by the author, 2020 
During this period, the economic decline was accompanied by a downturn in the 
film industry, which caused the society to fall into a state of disorientation. For the 
young generation, Tong lau has become their refuge from social pressure. That is the 
topic of the film Truth or dare: 6th floor rear flat. Moreover, after the handover in 1997, 
immigration remained a severe issue for the new government, not to mention the 
complicated relationship with mainland China, which also made problems even 
more challenging. Compared to high-rise buildings, the community culture carried 
by the Tong lau buildings has a more active role in promoting the care of the elderly 
and reflecting issues on how the younger generation gets along with the elderly. And 
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that is the topic of the film Happiness. 
Similar to the Chapter 5.1, the development of local films encountered difficulties 
since 1990s. Insufficient funds and the plight of the market's transfer to the mainland 
have hindered the development of Cantonese films. However, this is also a good 
time for local films to survive, and a batch of small-cost Cantonese films have been 
released. These non-mainstream Cantonese films generally focus on the island, and 
their concerns include the collective memory of the 1960s, the impact of historical 
changes on people in different generation, and the practical difficulties faced by 
different groups in Hong Kong society. Moreover, the films generally fully present 
the development trend of local culture, in which architecture is also an important 
part.  
5.1 Truth or Dare: 6th floor rear flat (2003) 
5.1.1 Enrichment of Tong lau’s Age Value 
The film chooses Hong Kong Tong lau as background because it is a popular 
residence for many Hong Kong people who pursue freedom. Considering practical 
factors, this old building and 
facilities also make rents cheaper, 
which is affordable for young 
people who have just graduated 
and enter society. At the same 
time, the interior of Tong lau can 
be freely designed due to its 
Figure 5-1 Poverty and risk-taking made Tong lau a safe haven for Hong 
Kong young generation, See the Truth or dare: 6th   floor rear flat (Time), 
screenshot by the author 
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ample space and height. Truth or dare: 6th floor rear flat is a scene of a unit rented by 
six young people to outline their 
new generation life (Fig. 5-1). 
Among them, the film's 
portrayal of the shabby features 
interior Tong lau is everywhere 
(Fig. 5-2), but it does not seem to 
be an obstacle in the eyes of this 
group of young people. On the 
contrary, they use this feature to hold parties and play games and let space carry the 
function of communication and companionship between them (Fig. 5-3). 
This kind of companionship and communication reflects the collective confusion 
faced by the young generation in contemporary Hong Kong, just like the 
propaganda slogans written on the posters of the film "Adults stomped on the next 
generation," "The education system declared a failure," "Gods everywhere even 
religious have already died." Faced with a complex social environment, young 
people have many difficulties. The Hong Kong economy in 2003 is no longer an 
advantage, not to mention the impact of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) 
on society in early 2003. The nation faced a temporary shutdown, so the public 
Figure 5-2 Poverty and risk-taking made Tong lau a safe haven for Hong 
Kong young generation, See the Truth or dare: 6th   floor rear 
flat (Time), screenshot by the author 
Figure 5-3 Young people make the party a part of life, so the function of the Tong lau space is also changing, See the 
Truth or dare: 6th   floor rear flat (Time), screenshot by the author 
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began to think about the relationship between the alienation of high-rise buildings 
and the community in the capital-led urban construction. More importantly, when 
faced with such a complicated situation, young people in Hong Kong were 
inevitably lost their motivation 
and courage. Therefore, the 
shared living in Tong lau, the 
daily party (Fig. 5-4), and the 
mutual communication in the 
old space are the escape of 
young people from the 
dilemma of life. Because for them, Tong lau stands for "home" and is a guarantee of a 
sense of belonging and security. 
The film was very accurate for its presentation of real-life based on fiction. Reality 
proved that Tong lau's relationship with contemporary young people has become 
even closer. Zhang Fan, one of the screenwriters, had such a place for friends to 
gather, and it was in the back of the sixth floor of a Tong lau. It was only when 
director Barbara Wong recommended this story to producer Arthur Wong that she 
knew Arthur also had a similar experience. According to Arthur himself, he had 
spent all his savings buying an apartment, where a group of friends often gathered. 
Figure 5-4 Daily Party, See the Truth or dare: 6th   floor rear flat (Time), 
screenshot by the author 
Figure 5-5 They discovered the new space of Tong lau by accident, See the Truth or dare: 6th   floor rear flat (Time), 
screenshot by the author; They transformed the space into a room full of metaphors, See the Truth or dare: 6th   floor rear 
flat (Time), screenshot by the author 
 97 
Although there was no furniture, a group of people were still very happy to drink 
and chat.123 Therefore, the film has captured young generations' collective memory, 
which was how they manage themselves in the rapidly developing social 
environment of Hong Kong. Compared with the game Truth or dare in the film 
provides mental escape space, Tong lau is their physical escape space. This strong 
metaphor also highlights the importance of the building's age value. Although the 
apartment is old, it is still a vibrant ruin in use. In one of the clips, the film used a 
broken wall to describe another small space behind the wall (Fig. 5-5, left). Where 
young people can completely release themselves, it is a spatial metaphor against 
society while expressing their expectations of the future (Fig. 5-5, right). 
5.1.2 Change in Young Generations’ perception towards Tong lau’s 
New Use Value 
As the clear primary audience of the film, most of the younger generation expressed 
that they could empathize with their life situation from the film (Fig. 5-6). The 
storyline and space description 
of the film accurately conveys 
the relationship between the 
old building and the new 
generation to the audience, and 
also brings the image of Tong 
lau back to the public vision, 
inspiring them to contemplate 
                                               
123  
Figure 5-6 The commentary at the beginning of the film metaphorically 
expresses the fact that the relationship between building and young 
generation has become more urgent, See the Truth or dare: 6th   floor rear 
flat (Time), screenshot by the author 
 98 
about this connection. Moreover, Truth or dare: 6th floor rear flat was released in 2003 
when Hong Kong was hit by the financial turmoil and SARS that caused the 
depression of all industries. The dilapidated Tong lau building in the film hides in 
the confrontational state in the city lined with tall buildings, metaphorizing young 
people ’s anxiety and their escape. However, the film also conveyed the confidence 
of young people in the courage of an unknown life124. This coincided with the early 
"Lion Rock Spirit". Although the dilemmas faced by the two generations were 
different, they have gained the courage to face life through the film, which was 
extremely popular among young people in Hong Kong in 2003. And carried out this 
courage, the young generation has provided the public with more possibilities in 
reality. They took advantage of the dilapidated age value. A news report mentioned 
that a fashion shop was accommodated in the Tong lau building where the film Truth 
or dare: 6th floor rear flat was shot (Fig. 5-7). A news report mentioned that a fashion 
shop was located in the Tong lau where Truth or dare: 6th floor rear flat was filmed.125 
The article specifically emphasized Tong lau's positive effect. Shop owner Kit 
mentioned, "Compared with industrial buildings or commercial buildings, Tong lau 
is closer to the people and can bring guests a feeling of home. Plus, we want to 
                                               
124 陳嘉銘, “「沒有」理想與愛情的青春⽚ ─ 《六樓后座》,” ⾹港電影評論學會, accessed May 1, 2020,  
125 王嘉政, “【唐樓新想像】《六樓后座》取景單位 三⼩店共居變復古時尚基地,” ⾹港 01, July 7, 2017, 
https://www.hk01.com/藝⽂/102742/唐樓新想像-六樓后座-取景單位-三⼩店共居變復古時尚基地. 
Figure 5-7 A fashion store run by young people was located in Tong lau, where the film was framed, 2017,  Photo by 
Baoying Huang, Jiazheng Wang, www.hk01.com 
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promote a vintage culture. The atmosphere here allows everyone to communicate 
and chat, even if they do not buy things—no need to feel stressed”.126 At the same 
time, collaborator Kelvin also emphasized the advantages of Tong lau as the most 
historically valuable building in Hong Kong.127 Compared with commercial 
buildings, the kind of "back home "empathy stems from the experience of many 
people used to live in Tong lau. Moreover, the atmosphere is especially suitable for 
our vintage shop. The old building sells old stuff, it feels very uniform. "It should be 
pointed out that the historical value from his description refers to the age value. So 
that in historic preservation, this building does not convey much development of 
human creation in a particular field. 
How to provide building new use-value is becoming a crucial discussion topic in the 
Tong lau preservation. On the Shanghai Street not far from the filming location, the 
Urban Renewal Authority (URA)-preserved Tong lau buildings project Shanghai 
Street 618 was launched in 2015 and opened to the public at the end of 2019 (Fig. 5-
9). The project rehabilitated ten Tong lau buildings built before World War II, giving 
them new functions and uses to 
better integrate into the 
community (Fig. 5-8). Wei 
Zhicheng, the administrative 
director of the Urban Renewal 
Authority (URA), revealed in 
his blog that the façades of 
these ten Tong lau buildings 
                                               
126 Ibid. 
127 Ibid 
Figure 5-8 New commercial function combined with public space were 
brought into the old buildings, Photo by noblesketchbook, 2020 
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facing Shanghai Street had been preserved to support the majestic pillars of the 
arcades to present the original street scene (Fig. 5-10). He said that the building 
would be used for commercial, cultural, and artistic purposes. Some merchants have 
begun trial operation, and the remaining merchants will be opened in the next few 
months. In particular, he put forward his views on the preservation of "original" 
attitude. He believed that the preservation of Tong lau should contain the meaning 
of renovating, that is, to give new life and uses to historic buildings. Therefore, the 
younger generation was also actively involved in using most of the space in the 
renovation project. 
Figure 5-9 (from left to right) The original south façade before renovation, 2008, TOPick; The renovated south façade of the 
project Shanghai Street 619, Zhongming Gao, 2019, www.hk01.com 
Figure 5-10 Preservation details, Photo by Zhongming Gao, 2019, www.hk01.com 
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The intervention of young forces is essential for Tong lau's preservation, and it has a 
significant effect on the sustainable development of community culture. 
Nevertheless, the premise of intervention should be based on a collective 
understanding, that is, the discourse structure of the "collective memory" of the Tong 
lau by the younger generation, which is different from the collective memories of the 
1960s in Chapter 5 because those memories are unfamiliar to them. From this level, 
the film has played an active role in constructing this collective cognition. It connects 
the Tong lau to the life of the young generation. Moreover, it focuses on the present 
and the future, not just looking back at history. Only in this way, Tong lau could 
make its historical value advantage and participate in the dialogue of urban renewal. 
Furthermore, to play an active role in maintaining and building business 
development and community relations. 
5.2 Happiness (2016) 
Happiness tells a story about how Auntie Fen (by Kara Wai), a woman who has 
Alzheimer's disease living in Tong lau (Fig. 5-11), and finally met Chan Kai-yuk (by 
Carlos Chan), the two persons take care of each other. Kai-yuk does not trust others 
and is impulsive. As a descendant of the marriage between mainland China and 
Hong Kong, the abandonment of his father and the death of his mother made him 
Figure 5-11 The interior and public stairs of the Tong lau building where Fen lives in, See the Happiness (Time), screenshot 
by the author 
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face a spiritual loss. And Fen faced the loss of physical function. The film uses a 
specific story to show the elderly groups living in Tong lau to the audience. While 
expressing concern for this generation, it also enriches the social value of the Tong 
lau complex in the formation of urban space. It is worth noting that Tong lau filmed 
in Happiness was built after World War II. As the public's awareness of building 
preservation has gradually matured, a large number of Tong lau built pre-WWII 
have adequately been conserved, but Tong lau after WWII still faces the problem of 
large-scale demolition in urban renewal. 
Unlike the poverty film series in the 1960s, Happiness no longer emphasizes mutual 
help under the commonality of poverty but focuses on a spiritual companionship, 
which is based on the essential trust and care of others. It is undeniable that because 
of its old materials and geographical location, the Tong lau building has low rents 
and has always mainly served low- and middle-income Hong Kong people. Because 
of this, it also gathers a large number of elderly un-wealthy people. Fen is one of 
them. Because of her deep love for Hong Kong, she did not follow her lover to leave 
this land when she was young but chose to live alone, when her record company 
went bankrupt. However, she also longed for company, so she once rented the room 
to young people, but the tenants always left the room without giving any reason. She 
could not rely on the people around her and lost the possibility of contact with 
society. Suffering from Alzheimer's disease, Fen, who is kind-hearted but eccentric, 
appears more helpless. Therefore, when Kai-yuk initially convinced Fen to rent her 
house, Fen was happy. The relationship between Fen and Kai-yuk in the film has 
gradually changed. The two have developed from a simple leasing relationship to 
relying on and taking care of each other in this narrow and old tenement building. 
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The young Kai-yuk was abandoned by his father, a Hong Kong citizen. After his 
mother died, he left the mainland and came to Hong Kong. He began to carry the 
burden of life alone and tried to contact his father to ease the tension. However, his 
father, who already had a family, refused him. He lacked caring and lived on the 
edge of society. Therefore, initially, Fen stipulated the specific time when Kai-yuk 
used the living room (Fig. 5-12, left). The two sitting on the sofa in the living room 
also showed apparent alienation and separation (Fig. 5-12, right). Because of the 
quarrel, Kai-yuk sold Fen's antique furniture in exchange for a better TV and sofa 
(Fig. 5-13). When Kai-yuk explained to Fen how to use the new TV, the two had 
another quarrel because of the different codes of the new TV that Fen often watched. 
Everything in this room expresses the characteristics abandoned by the era of rapid 
development, worn sofas, seats, TVs, broken windows including Fen herself. The 
ruin of the building is a metaphor for the dilemma faced by the two people in their 
lives. They were all abandoned by society, and Tong lau was also abandoned by the 
city with many high-rise buildings. However, it was also because of the tight space 
setting of Tong lau that the two were destined to have a relationship with each other. 
In another quarrel, Kai-yuk confessed the fact of selling Fen's furniture. 
Figure 5-12 (from left to right) the living room was locked on right side, See the Happiness (Time), screenshot by the 
author; living room, See the Happiness (Time), screenshot by the author 
Figure 5-13 Kai-yuk bought new TV and sofa, See the Happiness (Time), screenshot by the author 
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Nevertheless, he also expressed that because he was concerned for Fen, he chose to 
stay and continue to take care of her. Both of them are learning and supporting each 
other in life. 
Therefore, the schedule of using the living room is no longer applicable. Kai-yuk 
encouraged Fen to start painting and helped to dye her hair; Fen was also taking 
care of Kai-yuk (Fig. 5-14). With the improvement, they have found confidence in life 
with each other. In the finale, Kai-yuk brought colleagues and Fen to eat hot pot 
together (Fig. 5-14), symbolizing that life is continuing, and they also regained the 
confidence and courage to 
face life. This is also the 
attitude of director Yiu Fai Lo 
towards Tong lau buildings, 
which represent the history of 
Hong Kong. Its old but lively 
state of ruins that makes Tong 
lau a spiritual symbol of local people's perception of identity and sense of belonging 
to Hong Kong. Like Alex, the director of Echoes of the rainbow, Yiu Fai also spent his 
childhood in Tong lau. In those years, he watched Cantonese films broadcast on TV 
in the morning before going to school. Outside of Tong lau, there was a barking 
sound, and the hawker's "Mobile stalls" sold white sugar cakes and steamed rice 
dumplings. When explaining the reason for framing Sai Wan, where the Tong lau 
Figure 5-15 (from left to right) Fen began to paint, See the Happiness (Time), screenshot by the author; Kai-yuk helped Fen 
to dye her hair, See the Happiness (Time), screenshot by the author; Fen took care of Kai-yuk, See the Happiness (Time), 
screenshot by the author 
Figure 5-14 They were having hotpot in dining room, See the Happiness 
(Time), screenshot by the author 
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located, Yiu Fai said, "With the rebuilding and demolishing of buildings, many old 
districts have lost their original appearance. Sai Wan feels like a community that has 
not been substantially changed. She still retains a sense of the colonial era."128 
In Happiness, history seems to repeat itself, and the topic of "optimistic life, help each 
other" returns to local movies once again.129 The whole story is a plain life record, 
but it is full of reflections on social reality. In recent years, with the decline of Hong 
Kong's economic status, the pinnacle era has ceased, and many local people have 
either felt fear, resentment, or disappointment. This sense of loss abandoned by the 
times has poured into the plight faced by Tong lau, which constitutes a complete film 
picture. The two generations in the film faced similar problems. His father 
abandoned Kai-yuk, and his work suffered from injustices in life (Fig. 5-16), so he 
angered others, stole his 
girlfriend's money in the 
hotel, so he Fall into a 
vicious cycle. Fen 
obsessively watched the 
program of ATV, the first TV 
station in Hong Kong, and 
was full of nostalgia for the past. The ATV's suspension in the year of the film's 
release symbolized the end of an era. In terms of identity, Kai-yuk is a new 
immigrant in Hong Kong society, and Fen is a local who has participated in Hong 
Kong's glorious past. In the economic transformation period of the new era, the 
                                               
128 來稿, “《幸運是我》導演：挖掘城市記憶，西環⽯牆樹對照芬姨⽣命⼒｜⾹港 01｜社區專題,” 2018 
129 Drink Me Babe, “守望相助：⼩⼈物的别样⾹港——记《幸运是我》观影,” ⾖瓣 (blog), accessed May 1, 2020, 
https://movie.douban.com/review/8060504/. 
Figure 5-16 Refusing to reduce the weight of a single-item meal, Kai-yuk had a 
dispute with the restaurant owner, See the Happiness (Time), screenshot by the 
author 
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social atmosphere has become more impetuous, and they have lost the identity of 
individuals in the collective. At this time, the spiritual symbol of the Tong lau not 
only expresses the refuge from the dilemma of losing its identity but also seems to be 
a self-appeal. Compared with the pre-WWII Tong lau, the building itself is less 
valuable for preservation, so it faces the fate of being almost destined to be 
demolished (Fig. 5-17, left). 
However, the film tells a positive story, so at the end of the film, encouraged by 
social workers, Kai-yuk found a satisfactory job, let people see the future of new 
immigrants. At the same time, Fen recalled his hit album "I Found Myself" (Fig. 5-17, 
right). The album title indicated that Fen has found herself, she could proudly face 
her glorious past, but also confidently face the current life. This metaphor is that 
after experiencing fear, violence, and loneliness, the local people in Hong Kong 
gradually returned to the right track, regained confidence, and found warmth in life 
for themselves and others. The space of Tong lau built after WWII began to be 
presented in the film so meticulously, with the help of the storyline to express 
concerns about the gradually lost locality in urban renewal. At the same time, the 
film is also a call for urban inclusion on both the individual and architectural levels.  
Figure 5-17 the Tong lau building in the film, See the Happiness (Time), screenshot by the author; Fen showed Kai-yuk her 
album ”I Found Myself”, See the Happiness (Time), screenshot by the author 
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Chapter 6 Conclusion 
From the 1950s to the present, Tong lau has never been far from public view in local 
Cantonese films. However, due to the changes in the relationship between mainland 
China and western countries, even its function has not changed much, the building's 
meaning was constantly enriched and developed. And this meaning has affected 
different stakeholders, from the public to the government, constantly varying their 
focus on Tong lau's significance and value. Simultaneously, the city's development 
also enriched the content of Tong lau's significance and value.  
In general, the most prominent role of local Cantonese film is to reshape public 
perception towards Tong lau buildings. That is, since the 1950s, to emphasize the 
identity of Hong Kong people, in the context of reflecting social reality, local 
Cantonese film attempted to use the public's common perception of Tong lau to 
continuously reshape and enrich its meaning and create a collective memory, which 
can be influenced by changes in the socio-political environment. Therefore, under 
the influence of collective memory, the public's understanding of the Tong lau 
building has gradually changed. They began to pay more attention to this type of 
vernacular residential typology. At the same time, with the active participation and 
encouragement of university scholars and preservationists, some local citizens 
gradually improved the knowledge of Tong lau's preservation and started to 
participate in historic preservation.  
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From Table 2, there was a general trend of public participation since 2006 towards 
preservation, of which the movie was a part. Thanks to the failure of several 
previous protests, the government finally began to actively respond to public 
Table 8 Research Scope, illustrated by the author, 2020 
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protests due to the successful screening of the movie Echoes of the rainbow (2010) in 
2010. Because before that, even if buildings registered in the assessment of 1,444 
buildings, they still might face the risk of demolition. It was also the year when local 
Tong lau's preservation was entering its rapid development. Several preservation 
projects took place that year. And the collective memory has become a medium that 
connects the film and the development of building conservation with the public. 
After the handover in 1997, Hong Kong has undergone tremendous social changes, 
and the relationship with mainland China has become more complicated. Different 
political systems directly stimulated Hong Kong people to think about identity 
issues by continuously strengthening their sense of belonging. The film Echoes of the 
rainbow (2010) was the master. During the downturn of the Hong Kong film industry, 
Alex Law used a local Cantonese film to convey his nostalgic memory of before the 
1970s when Hong Kong had experienced its glorious economic success. And Tong 
lau's preservation has become a useful tool to retain this collective memory for the 
public, which successfully accelerated the optimization of public policies and made 
the Wing Lee Street with related Tong lau's preservation become possible. Therefore, 
both the streets’ and buildings' social value was greatly enriched by the success of 
the film.  
However, before this, the social environment, the development of historic 
preservation and local Cantonese film had not reached the point where they can help 
Tong lau's preservation improve in the area of public policy or directly contribute to 
the implementation of actual building preservation projects.  
In the early Poverty film series, since historic preservation in Hong Kong had not yet 
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begun to develop, films had no direct connection with Tong lau's preservation. 
However, they contributed to the description of Tong lau, from the post-World War 
II period to the gradual decline of the building, the history of the local Chinese 
people's living history. In other words, their most critical role was to create and 
solidify the framework of identity and collective memory in the hearts of Hong 
Kong people. The detailed description of the poor living conditions in the films 
expressed the society's thinking about identity, which could be represented explicitly 
in recognition of multiple individual identities. It builds a macroscopic collective 
imagination to reveal the demand for collective value. And the shaping of these 
collective memories has provided an early foundation for the awakening of public 
consciousness in the preservation of Tong lau buildings in the 21st century. 
Similarly, by the 1980s, the historical narrative began to shift to thinking about 
modernization with the development of Hong Kong's economy. Tong lau, as a 
representative of contemporary opposite building typology, began to surpass the 
opposition of Chinese and foreign mentalities and assumed the responsibility of 
representing the traditional value of vernacular buildings. Thus, vernacular 
buildings have started to form a confrontational attitude in the process of rapid 
modernization. The films expressed this view to strengthen consciousness and 
reposition the significance of traditional architecture. 
Therefore, the changes in the content of identity and the shaping of collective 
memories were passed down from generation to generation through the directors. 
Lion Rock Spirit, which has been gradually formed since the 1950s, continues to 
develop in Hong Kong society and altered its narrative. The series Below the Lion 
Rock, included several renowned Hong Kong directors such as Ann Hui, Allen Fong 
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and Derek Yee. Among them, Ann Hui directed the movie Fung gip (1979). She was 
also the teacher of Alex Law, the director of film Echoes of the rainbow and Clement 
Cheng, the director of film Merry-go-round. Besides, Ann and Alex are also friends. 
And the similarity of origin and experience has prompted them to share similar 
values. 
In the 21st century, historical preservation in Hong Kong has gradually matured 
with rapidly advanced public awareness. The original "leave buildings without 
people" has developed into a community-based protection strategy that fully 
considers a more sustainable approach of "leave buildings and people." Such 
concerns have focused public attention on the Tong lau buildings and street spaces 
that disappeared through the urban renewal, for example, the renovation project 
Nova, which replaced original Tong lau that appeared in the film Fung gip. Local 
residents questioned this, and they organized an event to rediscover the street 
culture that disappeared along with the removal of Tong lau. In this way, although 
countless Tong lau have disappeared, the increased public awareness has played a 
positive role in the development of Tong lau's preservation in the future. 
Moreover, the role of Tong lau in films also has begun to return to its users and there 
is a trend of paying attention to the present. Compared with the declaration "Tong 
lau needs to be protected" conveyed by Echoes of the rainbow (2010), the subsequent 
films began to inspire the public to think about how to preserve vernacular 
buildings. The involvement of young people has given Tong lau more possibilities 
for continued growth, allowing preservation to shift focus from history to the 
present and the future.  
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Furthermore, what needs to be emphasized is the importance of presenting the age 
value of Tong lau in most films, that is, the aesthetic value of architecture as living 
ruins. The presentation of this dilapidated beauty in the film has given Tong lau 
more expressive possibility. It is no longer cumbersome, broken or useless. On the 
contrary, directors have portrayed Tong lau as a figure with a fractured and energetic 
ambiguity. Combined with the different attributes of Tong lau as a symbol of Hong 






Poster1 Taps off, downstairs! /Save your water supply, 1954, 樓下閂⽔喉 
The dividing wall /Yi ban zhi ge, 1952, ⼀板之隔 
In the face of demolition /Wei lou chun xiao, 1953, 危樓春曉 
The house of 72 tenants /Chat sup yee ga fong hak, 1973, 七⼗⼆家房客 
Poster2 Fung gip /The secret, 1979, 瘋劫 
Merry-go-round /Dong Feng Po, 2010, 東風破 
Poster3 Echoes of the rainbow /Shui yuet sun tau, 2010, 歲⽉神偷 
Poster4 Truth or dare: 6th floor rear flat /Luk lau hau joh, 2003, 六楼后座 
Happiness/ Hang wan si ngo, 2016, 幸運是我 
TYPE 1 – Poverty films 
From 1950s to 1970s, local films mainly expressed the thoughts on current affairs. 
The films involved in thesis include: The dividing wall / Yi ban zhi ge (1952), In the face 
of demolition / Wei lou chun xiao (1953), and Taps off, downstairs! / Save your water supply 
(1954). Poverty is their common theme with embodiment of realism, they preached 
common moral values and formed a specific ways of film construction and narrative. 
Poster 2 (from left to right) Taps off, downstairs! /Save your water supply, 1954, 樓下閂⽔喉︔The dividing wall /Yi ban zhi 
ge, 1952, ⼀板之隔︔In the face of demolition /Wei lou chun xiao, 1953, 危樓春曉︔The house of 72 tenants /Chat sup yee 
ga fong hak, 1973, 七⼗⼆家房客 
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At this time, Hong Kong people no longer emphasized the differences to the 
mainland China, and the politically meaning propaganda of “looking northward”130 
was replaced by the call to “watch and help, inclusion and love each other”. Realistic 
events of this period often appeared in films, such as water control, crowded living 
environments, the deceit landlord, and oppression of poor tenants. Films often 
focused their shots on a Tong lau, which indicates that it was a tenement building. 
By depicting the lives of various residents living in it, they reflected a relatively flat, 
dualistic morality. 
TYPE 2 – Tradition VS Modernity 
Films discussing the relationship between tradition and modernity first appeared in 
the late 1970s, when Hong Kong's economic development began to rise and urban 
renewal construction was booming. Among them, Fung gip (1979), taken in 1979, 
was a thriller film based on a real murder in Long Hu Shan, Hong Kong. The film 
was of great significance for Hong Kong cinema to enter the New Wave. The 
director's breakthrough in narrative content and structure has brought new 
possibilities to local movies. And Merry-go-round (2010), through the establishment 
                                               
130 Mainland China is on the north of Hong Kong island, it represents a sense of belong to mainland China. 
Poster 4 (from left to right) Fung gip /The secret, 1979, 瘋
劫; Merry-go-round /Dong Feng Po, 2010, 東⾵破 
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of the structure of time and space, allowed two generations to meet and 
communicate in the film. Both of them are independent films. Although not as 
influential as Fung gip, the latter has won a good reputation in the Hong Kong film 
industry. More importantly, both films tried to use Tong lau as a representative of 
Hong Kong's traditional culture, reflecting directors' thinking about urban 
modernization. Moreover, the related discussion is hugely crucial to the attitudes 
towards Tong lau's preservation. 
TYPE 3 – Representation of Nostalgia films 
The movie Echoes of the rainbow (2010), released in the same year as Merry-go-round 
(2010), revived a wave of nostalgia in the history of Hong Kong cinema. The film 
tells the story of a working family in Hong Kong whose eldest son, a popular boy 
and star athlete, becomes ill with leukemia. The story is set in 1960s British Hong 
Kong and was shot on the historical Wing Lee Street in Sheung Wan. It was financed 
by the Hong Kong government's Film Development Fund and has won the Crystal 
Bear for the Best Film in the Children's Jury "Generation Kplus" category at the 2010 
Berlin Film Festival. The award of the film allowed the influence of spreading to a 
broader public domain. With the active appeal of preservationists, the public began 
Poster 5 Echoes of the rainbow /Sui 
yuet san tau, 2010, 歲⽉神偷 
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to be more active and deeply involved in the preservation activities of historical 
buildings. 
TYPE 4 – Individual and Community 
In the 21st century, Hong Kong's economic development began to enter a downturn, 
and the film industry also lost its direction. The native Cantonese movies of this 
period began to return to the theme of "the mutual care between individuals". By 
recording individuals' life, the films managed to reflect a common dilemma faced by 
different groups, and Tong lau has also become the director's preference at this time 
because of its history and geographical location, which can best complement the 
expression of the film theme.  
The story of the film Truth or dare: 6th floor rear flat (2003) revolves around six flat 
mates living on the 6th floor of a rear flat in a Tong lau building. They use daily 
games and parties in Tong lau to escape or alleviate the multiple pressures on them 
due to the rapid development of urban life. So they dared each other to accomplish 
within one year something they write down on a piece of paper, unknown to each 
other, and put in a sealed bottle.  
Poster 4 Truth or dare: 6th floor rear flat /Luk lau hau joh, 2003, 六楼后
座; Happiness/ Hang wan si ngo, 2016, 幸運是我 
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The film Happiness (2016) turned its attention to the elderly and new immigrants 
living in Tong lau. The film records the story of Chan Kai-yuk, who came to Hong 
Kong alone to find his father after his mother died in Guangzhou and Antie Fen, 
who is suffering from Alzheimer's in Tong lau. The building has played the role of 
"urban shelter," the diversity of individual identities, and the relationship between 
them has given the Tong lau a more abundant value. 
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Commemorative Values Present-day Values 
Age value: Evolutionary value refers to the 
changes caused by weathering and the use 
over time, including the patina of age, the 
lack of integrity, and the tendency to 
dissolve form and color. Age value is more 
comprehensive, associated even with ruins 
of fragments that would not necessarily 
have any specific historical value. 
Use value: Use value is the capability to 
fulfill user’s needs 
Historical value: The historical value of a 
monument is based on the very specific yet 
individual stage the monument represents 
in the development of human creation in 
the particular field. 
Art value: As there are no universally 
absolute criteria for the evaluation of works 
of art, the art values of a by-gone epoch can 
only be appreciated so far as they 
correspond to the modern Kunstwollen, 
and consequently, should be seen as 
contemporary values. 
Deliberate commemorative value: The 
erection of the monument is a kind of 
behavior with a purpose of deliberate 
commemorative value. It is to keep a 
moment from becoming history, to keep it 
perpetually alive and present in the 
Newness value: Newness value refers to 
newness character. And completeness of 
form and color 
 126 
Table 9 Types of values defined by Alois Riegl131 
  
                                               
131 Jokilehto, J.(1999), A History of Architectural Conservation, Butterworth-Heinemann, Oxford 
consciousness of future generation. 
Deliberate commemorative value simply 
makes a claim for immortality, an eternal 
presence, and unceasing state of becoming. 
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